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PowerUp Rewards Pro members get 
perks and rewards worthy of the 
best in gaming. Here are some of 
the great benefits you score: 
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WHEN YOU TRADE 


GAMES & ACCESSORIES 
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Looking to get more for your trades? 
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credit when they sell us their games 
and accessories. 
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Your PowerUp Rewards benefits are now available anywhere. 
Download the GameStop App to get the most from your membership. 
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Gaming Environment 





GAEMS M-155 Gaming 
Monitor With Backpack 





Reg. $349.99. Offer valid 1/15/17 - 1/21/17. Reg. $229.99. Offer valid 1/15/17 - 1/21/17. 
Valid for Pro members only. Coupon required. GameStop, Inc. reserves the right to cancel, Valid on SKU 137925 for Pro members only. Coupon required. GameStop, пс. reserves the 
terminate, modify or suspend the offer for any reason without notice. Tight to cancel, terminate, modify or suspend the offer for any reason without notice. 


SAVE 


510 


Retron 3 Gaming System 
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* 2x points on nearly every item (excluding GameStop Gift Cards) 

* $50 in exclusive monthly offers 
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* 10% off pre-owned games and accessories 

* Buy 2 get 1 free offer on pre-owned games (worth up to $55) 


Plus, all Pro members get 12 issues of 
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ow. What a year. | have a theory 

that there is a flood of amazing 

games about every four years. 
(Check out the games of 2004, 2008, 
and 2012 to see what I mean.) On that 
front, 2016 didn't disappoint and my 
theory continues to hold true. If there 
was a device that played games, it had 
an amazing game to play in 2016. 

However, there is one disturbing trend 
that | can't quite sort out in my head. 
For all the amazing titles that came out 
this year, many that would have been 
shoo-ins to be megahits in the past 
didn't sell as well as expected. We have 
many indications that games like Call 
of Duty: Infinite Warfare, Titanfall 2, 
and Dishonored 2 didn't do as well as 
anticipated. To me, that's a real shame. 
These are amazing games, and hope- 
fully after you check out our Top 50 of 
2016 you will go back and give them 
ashot. 

It's hard to parse all the data since 
the video game industry does such 
a poor job of reporting digital sales, 
which increasingly play a bigger role in 
the overall revenues that games gen- 
erate. We will never know how many 
copies Titanfall 2 sold unless EA tells 
us in an earnings report months after 
the release, but we know within 24 
hours how much money a movie gener- 
ated. | hope the video game industry 
addresses this problem someday, but 
I'm not going to hold my breath. 

There will always be winners, losers, 
and outside influences that a developer 
can't control that can make a great 
game fall short. For instance, this past 
year we had more games as services 
that offer almost unlimited play and 
constant content updates competing 
with the new releases as well. But the 
games industry needs variety, and | 
for one love the escape a great triple- 
А game experience brings. | try to do 
everything | can to support the games 
that deliver singular experiences. 

Maybe what hurt 2016 most was that 
there were just too many great games 
to play. | sure hope that isn’t the case, 
because I'm not sure | want to live ina 
world with anything less. 


Enjoy the issue. 


Cheers, 


Top 50 Games of 2016 
This past year was fantastic for video 


game releases, making the culling of this 
list particularly difficult. The year brought us new virtual- 
reality platforms, mid-generation console upgrades, the 
launch of multiple long-awaited games, and proved that 
the shooter genre still has plenty of room for innovation. 
Our annual argument was a fierce one, but we eventually 
arrived at а list most were happy wit! 








1 PlayStation Overload 
PSX 2016 featured 
surprise announcements 
and opportunities to play 
impressive new games. 


hs 


ER 


2 Gamer: A New 

Breed Of Cosplay 
Dressing up a Shiba Inu in 
Overwatch cosplay is ав 
adorable as you expect it 
to be. 








1 Digital Intimacy 


The taboo topic of sex has always struggled in the inter- 
active medium. We look back on how it has been handled 


throughout the years. 





2 The Best Tabletop Games Of 2016 
Board games aren't video games, but fans of both share 
a healthy overlap. That's why we wanted to share our favorites 


from 2016. 


3 Opinion: Virtual Reality Is Still Looking For Its 
Software Savior 

Virtual reality is undeniably impressive technology, but it contin- 
ues to lack a destination experience that drives adoption. 


04 Feedback 


12 Impulse: The Games 
Of PSK 2016 


21 The Good, The Bad, 
And The Ugly 


22 Afterwords: 
Watch Dogs 2 


23 Afterwords: 
Dishonored 2 


26 Gear: Google Pixel XL 


28 Gear: Oculus 
Touch Review 


31 Timeline 
62 Previews 
80 Reviews 


96 Game Over: 
Top 50 Games Of 2016 
By The Numbers 


6 Death Stranding 

Hideo Kojima’s new 
game is confusing, but 
We've squeezed as many 
details as possible out of 
the latest update. 





8 The Last Guardian 

After being in 
development for nearly a 
decade, we finally have the 
verdict on Fumito Ueda's 
newest journey. 





6 For Honor 

We went hands on 
with the near-final version 
of Ubisoft's period-hop- 
ping action brawler. 


7 The Last Of Us 
Part П 
Joel and Ellie are return- 
ing for a new chap- 

ter in Naughty Dog's 
American wasteland. 


Final Fantasy XV 
At times we 
doubted it would ever 
release, but we've finally 
played Final Fantasy XV. 


games index 


Absolver ..... 
Batman: The Telltale Series 
Battle Chef Brigade. ... 
Battlefield 1. 
Blade & Soul H 
Call of Duty: Infinite Warfare. 
Chronos. . 
Civilization VI 
Clash Royale. 
Dark Souls ll... 
Darkest Dungeon. . 
Dauntless . ...... 
Dead Rising 4 . ~ 
Death Stranding . 
Death's Gambit. 
Destiny: Rise of Iron 
Dishonored 2..... 
Division, The 
Doom... 
Dragon Ball Fusions 
Dragon Quest Builders’. 
Dreadnought 
Eternal... 
Far Cry Primal 
FIFA 17 . 
Final Fantasy XV . 
Fire Emblem Fates. 
Firewatch ....... 
For Honor 
Forza Horizon 3. : 
FutureGrind . 
Gears of War 
Hyper Light Drifter. 
юзе.......... 
Killing Floor 2 . 
Kingdom Hearts HD 2.8 
Final Chapter Prologue 
Кпаск 2......... 
Last Guardian, The... 
Last of Us Part II, The. . 



















































Legend of Zelda: 
Breath of the Wild, The . 70 
LetItDie....... 29% 
Madden МЕ! 14 
Marvel vs. Capcom: Infinite. ...... 67 
Mass Effect Andromeda. 1266 
MLB The Show 17..... 176 
МВА 2K17 ....... 180 
Nier: Automata . : 19 
Nex Machina А 
Nidhogg 2 ....... 

No Man's Sky... 

Orwell. ... 

Overcooked. 

Overwatch. . 

Owiboy . . 





Phoenix Wright: Ace tommy - - 
Spirit of Justice. ..... 
Picross 3D Round 2 
Planet Coaster. .. . 
Plants vs. Zombies: 
Garden Warfare 2.... 

Pokémon Sun & Moon. : 

Pokémon Go... 

Pro Evolution Soccer 2017. 

Salt and Sanctuary ..... 

Sonic Mania ..... 

Stardew Valley 

Steep.. ..... 

street Fighter V. 

Super Mario Maker 

Super Mario Run. . 

Superhot........ 

Superhot үн... 

Tales of Berseria . 

Titanfall 2 . 

Total War: Warhamm 

Turing Test, The ... 

Uncharted: The Lost Legacy . . 

Uncharted 4: A Thief's End . 

Vane .......... 

Walking Dead: 
А New Frontier - Ties That Bind 
Parts | & ll, The. . 2 

Watch 00052... 

Witcher 3: Wild Hunt — 
Blood and Wine, The. 

Witness, The 
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ewes Sci-fi adventure received plenty of attention 

hile other readers shared some of their favorite 

iggest gripes from 2016. 
y 


My very first issue of G.I. was the Mass 
Effect 3 issue. | was a huge fan of the 
first two games, so | was desperately 
on the hunt for any information оп 
the upcoming conclusion to the tril- 
ogy. Since then, | have completed 
undergraduate and graduate school, 
started a new career, and even moved 
a couple times. In those years, Game 
Informer has always been there, 
Whether it be my favorite weekly pod- 
cast for five-plus years running, the 
newest episode of Replay, or the latest 
game reviews. This month's coverage 
of Mass Effect: Andromeda has been 
amazing, and it's been fun to come full 
circle. So thanks to Game Informer and 
the hard-working folks at BioWare. If 
it had not been for that Mass Effect 3 
cover, I would've missed out on years 
of entertainment and laughs all shared 
through G.I. and its community! 
Marty С. 
Springfield, IL 





I just want to say | was really looking 
forward to Mass Effect: Andromeda. 
However, reading the recent article 
on it really saddened me. It sounds 
like Mass Effect is moving more into 
Call of Duty territory and further away 
from the RPG genre. In RPGs the key 
element is story; it is your character's 
impression on the world and more 


importantly the world's impression 
on you. Combat is a tool that helps to 
facilitate this interaction, but it's not the 
core of an RPG. The shift more toward 
shooters means a shift further away 
from RPG games. | do hope my con- 
cem is unfounded as | loved the Mass 
Effect trilogy. 

Wayne Gobel 

via email 


We wouldn't worry too much, 
Wayne. While Mass Effect’s combat 
mechanics are continuing to 
improve and expand, storytelling is 
still at the heart of the series. One of 
the reasons our coverage has been 
so focused on gameplay is because 
BioWare doesn't want to divulge 

too much about the story for fear of 
spoilers. Based on what we know 
about the premise and characters 
so far, we're hopeful Andromeda 
can deliver the same meaningful 
choices and relationships, while 
also packing in plenty of action. For 
more on Mass Effect Andromeda, 
check out our hub at gameinformer. 
com/Andromeda. 


If Nintendo doesn't get its act together 
and make а 2D Metroid game soon, 
then I may just have to acknowledge 
that it won't ever happen. After so 





many remakes and remasters of other 
games, all fans can imagine is a new 
epic side-scrolling Metroid game that 
harks back to a bygone era. Sales 
could be epic, with 3DS/Wii U/Switch 
support. Should | address this mes- 
sage to you, or Nintendo itself? 

Kevin Molloy 

Rhode Island 


We're guessing Nintendo has 
received that suggestion once or 
twice before, Kevin, and telling us 
is just preaching to the choir. A new 
system always offers new hope, 
but you're probably better off just 
playing Axiom Verge at this point. 
It’s as close to classic Metroid as 
you're going to get. 











Your magazine has been my pri- 
mary source of information for which 
games to get for quite a long time. 
However, I've chosen to not renew 
my subscription. There's an amaz- 
ing game out there called Тетапа, 
but you'd never know it if you're а 
magazine subscriber. You guys have 
given this game zero love and that 
is, quite frankly, bullsh--. I've been 
gaming since the NES, and Terraria is 
the game | love more than any other. 
Ever. At the time of this writing, I've 
logged 448 hours into this game. | paid 
$7 for it five years ago. The develop- 
ers have released one major update 
a year since then, for free. | see you 
guys reviewed Starbound, which is a 
blatant rip off of Terraria, but no men- 
tion of Terraria. I'd like to believe that 
the reason Terraria receives no love 
in print is not because you guys get 
paid for reviews and the devs refuse to 
pay you. But maybe that's naivety on 
my рам. | see you guys push a bunch 
of games with microtransactions and 
the same tired Call of Duty every year, 
but not a single mention of how great 
this game is. | just can't support this 
snub, and therefore | can't support the 
magazine anymore. 

Johnny Perez 

via email 


We totally understand your frustra- 
tion, Johnny. We love Terraria too - 
which is why we devoted a full-page 
preview to it in issue 221, gave the 
game an 8 in our excerpted review 
in issue 242 and featured it in our 
survival game round-up in issue 
252. So we totally get why you can’t 
subscribe anymore...wait, what 
was the problem? 








“Why does the new Call 
of Duty feel exactly like 
the previous one?” 


Because you acci- 
dentally bought last 
year's game? 


“Do you think Project 
Sonic 2017 will be a 
good game?” 

With a name like that, 
how couldn't it be? 


"Which Overwatch 
character would you like 
to get an origin story 
video next?” 


Is “all of the above” 
an option? 





“Hey Ed, This is just my 
Abe Simpson vent on 
the current gen sate 

of gaming.” 


What game are you most 
looking forward to in 
2017 and why? 


Andy moderated 
PSX's The Last of Us Part 
Il panel this year, which 
featured Naughty Dog's Neil 
Druckmann and the actors 
behind Ellie and Joel, Ashley 
Johnson and Troy Baker. 
Also at PSX, Suriel 
and Reiner caught up with 
Limited Run's Douglas. 
Bogart, who helps preserve. 
downloadable games with 
limited releases on physical 
discs. Keep up the good 
work, Doug! 
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m Andromeda 
Excitement 





п Game of the 
Year Chatter 


т Nintendo Switch 
Questions 


m АКЛ Skepticism 


в Horrible, 
Horrible Jokes 


Sony's Annette 
Gonzalez, Epic's Nick 
Chester, and independent 
PR rep Joy Fox were all 
smiles at PSX, mainly 
because we pulled out our 
camera and said “cheese.” 
PR guru Tara 

Bruno, Square Enix's Riley 
Brennan, CHAIR's Laura 
and Donald Mustard, and 
Bethesda's Matt Frary fell 
for the same trick! 


(continued on page 8) 
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Тат a huge fan of Titanfall, and һауе 
been ever since the first one came 
out. Now that Titanfall 2 is out, | have 
been playing it nonstop and have 
enjoyed every second of it. However, 
| fear for its future — like the first 
Titanfall, Titanfall 2 lacks content. 
That's a problem for people like me 
who want to play this game for a 
long time. If Respawn Entertainment 
does not add things like more titans, 
weapons, and abilities, it will spell 
the end of a game that many people, 





myself included, enjoy playing. In 
conclusion, we need more stuff. 

Jonah Engle 

via email 


Respawn has stated its intent to 
continue supporting Titanfall 2. 
And unlike most games, the 
additional content will be free. 
Hopefully that will keep play- 
ers entertained, and pique the 
interest of additional gamers; 
Respawn certainly deserves 
the success. 





Dishonored 2 is the Thief game we've 
been waiting for - Stephen Russell 
(a.k.a. Garrett) even voices Corvo, 
no less. Finally, we have a new Thief 
game that's good! Not to mention 
the stunningly gorgeous art direc- 
tion, deeply engrossing mechanics 
and gameplay, and fantastically nos- 
talgic old-school sensibilities. Whew! 
Just had to get that off my chest. Аз 
you were. 

Adam Fister 

via email 


Gears of War 4 does not disappoint. 
The Coalition was given an already 
impressive combat system to work 
with and made it even better. Not 
only am | running over barriers with 
ease, but I'm grabbing my enemy 
and bringing them over to me for a 
brutal execution! The Coalition took 
an amazing series and put a twist 
on it. You can recognize and feel 
it's Gears of War, but at the same 
time it's unique. It comes together 
so beautifully. 

Emily Reece 

via email 


There’s nothing better than excit- 
edly gushing about a new favorite 
game! 2016 made a lot of gamers 
happy, and it's the season for 
sharing and celebrating that hap- 
piness. You can see which titles 
the G.I. staff loved the most in our 
Top 50 Games of 2016 feature, 
starting on page 32. 
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1 Neko Pataky 
Move over Noctis: There’s a new brooding boy band 
star with magnificent hair in town. 


2 Haji Abdullah 
Based on his facial expression, it appears we caught 
Ryu in the “dou” phase of a Hadouken. 


3 Lizette Lee Coreano 
That love beam goes both ways, Bulbasaur. 


4 Amanda Lin 
BioShock is one of those games that really makes you 
ink. We mean think. Think about ink. 


Submit your art for a chance to win our monthly prize. Please include your name and return address. Entries become the property of Game Informer and cannot be returned. 
Send to: Game Informer Reader Art Contest, 724 First Street North, 3rd Floor, Minneapolis, MN 55401 | Email to: ReaderArt@gameinformer.com 


Left) And now for 
something completely 
different: Bungie's 
Genevieve Waldman earned 


herself a new admirer 
during a trip to Africa. 
(Right) This month we 
said goodbye to the illest 


interns in G.I. history: lan 
Boudreau, Kevin Slacki 
and Michael Leri. 
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Sony’s marquee event, PSX, surprised 
with huge game announcements 


his year’s PlayStation Experience (PSX) 

showed Sony is serious about making 

the event more than an outlet for big 

announcements and game previews. 
Taking place this year in the Anaheim Conven- 
tion Center, the show featured a number of big 
reveals (The Last Us Part Il, Marvel Vs. Cap- 
com: Infinite, and Uncharted: The Lost Legacy), 
but also had plenty for attendees to do after 
the excitement of those announcements died 
down. Attending the show and having a look 
at all the different communities the PlayStation 
name encompasses, you get the sense Sony is 
making a push to reach out to people from all 
walks of life. 

The keynote presentation included trailers for 
everything from marquee titles like The Last of 
Us Part Il, the return of old classics like Crash 
Bandicoot, and the surprise announcement of 
Let It Die being available that same Saturday. 
Ап avalanche of indie titles, remasters, and ге- 
releases like Nex Machina, Windjammers, and 
Ultimate Marvel Vs. Capcom 3 rounded out the 
stage show. 

The main stage also hosted a number of pan- 
els that delved into different aspects of video- 
games. The Last of Us Part II panel focused on 
some of the high-concept details of the game, 
which is still in an early stage of development. 
The Death Stranding panel discussed how a 
team comes to decide some of the behind-the- 
scenes aspects of how triple-A games are made. 

Other panels showcased the event's biggest 
outreach to players many game publishers 
and developers don’t normally think about. A 
‘Sunday panel about the nature of accessibility in 
games had editor-in-chief of accessibility-orient- 
ed gaming outlet Dagers Josh Straub speak to 
how certain games (like Uncharted 4: A Thief's 
End), could better appeal to people with dis- 
abilities without mountainous effort. 

On the show floor, Straub (a former бате 
Informer intern) set up a booth dedicated to this 
idea. Attendees could take a demo of Uncharted 
wearing gloves or an oven mitt to simulate a 
player with motor or physical disabilities, or put 
оп goggles that obfuscated all but a small area 
near the center of view to simulate tunnel vision 
or Glaucoma. Playing with these impediments 





made the demo incredibly difficult, as attendees 
struggled with hitting the right buttons or getting 
a sense of their surroundings or ammo count. 
The section was then reloaded with some of 
Uncharted 4’s accessibility options (such as 
more clearly highlighted enemies and forceful 
auto-aim), that made the segment easier to play, 
allowing users with disabilities to experience the 
game for themselves and still enjoy the story. 

Elsewhere, PSX was packed with something 
for people interested in all kinds of games to 
try. Bungie, Naughty Dog, and Capcom had 
extravagant booths set up for Destiny's “The 
Dawning" winter event, Uncharted 4's latest 
multiplayer add-on, and the final Resident Evil 7 
demo, respectively. Those hoping to get some 
early looks at Japanese titles like Yakuza 6 and 
Persona 5 (which showed off its first English- 
language demo to the public) could also get 
their fill. 

While the more prominent games took up. 
most of the floor space, a slew of independent 
games made up most of the PSX's roster (you 
can read more about our top picks starting on 
page 24). Sony has committed heavily to rais- 
ing the profile of indie games in recent years, 
and while many of booths were crammed next 
to each other, a few games, like Supergiant 


Games’ Pyre, Adult Swim Games’ lineup, 
and Lightbulb Crew's Games of Glory had 
larger setups. 

PSX also continued its trend of hosting large- 
Scale competitive gaming tournaments. The 
most prominent was the Capcom Cup finals, 
which had 32 of the world's best Street Fighter V 
players (determined by qualifier events through- 
out the year) fight for a $230,000 first-place 
prize. Though the entire tournament was only 
a part of PSX, those going just to watch their 
favorite players compete were not disappointed. 
The initial rounds of the tournament took place 
the day before PSX proper, giving the event 
some time to shine on its own. 

The top eight finalists made it to the second 
day of battles on the PSX main stage. The 
tournament was a cacophonous series of 
cheers, especially when the mostly Western 
crowded realized the final battle would be 
between two American competitors, Ricki Ortiz 
and Du "NuckleDu" Dang. Between matches, 
players could check out the latest build of Street 
Fighter V, featuring the latest downloadable 
character, Akuma. 

This year, PSX showed Sony is interested in 
appealing to all of the people who play games 
оп its platform. The keynote had more than 
enough announcements to make it headline 
news on what would normally be a dead 
December weekend. The panels offered fans 
the chance to learn more about their most 
anticipated games, but also gave them a chance 
10 see how other people might enjoy them, too. 
From independent titles off the beaten path 
to competitive titles with dedicated fanbases, 
it had something for everyone. In an industry 
that’s increasingly splintering into a sea of 
smaller communities, that's no easy task. ^ 
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The Games Of 
PSX 2016 


ony has tried hard to make a name for itself as a friendly home to indie developers, 

and those efforts were on display at the company’s big showcase event in Anaheim, 

CA. A number of indie studios showed off their latest projects, but these six titles really 
caught our eye. 





Platform: PS4, PC, Mac, Linux 
Release: 


Adult Swim's PSX booth drew a crowd for Battle Chef Brigade, а 
cooking/combat hybrid that draws inspiration from Iron Chef, but also 
wows players with its fluid side-scrolling combat. 

After a monster is slain, the body is harvested for ingredients, which 
are swiftly delivered to a kitchen. Your hunter then becomes the cook. 
All ingredients enter the pot as magical colored orbs. The player must 
then play a match-three game to successfully cook the food. Judges 
grade the dish, and more elaborate meals score higher. 

Battle Chef Brigade looks like good fun, and it even delivers a story 
through animated sequences. Developer Trinket Studios, whose 
Kickstarter campaign was successfully funded in 2014, hopes to 
have the game out in 2017. 








Release: 2017 


Of the Dark Souls-inspired games we saw at the event, Adult Swim's 
Death's Gambit impressed us most. Throwing the notoriously difficult 
structure of Dark Souls into a 2D perspective isn't a new idea, but 
developer White Rabbit adds enough interesting wrinkles to make its 
game stand out. 

While scouring an area, you can find lore that not only provides 
hints on defeating bosses, but also grants stat bonuses against them. 
The boss in our demo was enormous, and required us to climb it and 
pull swords from its body to finally defeat it. 

We also found a chest we could only open if we had not used a sin- 
gle healing item since we last saved. In keeping with this sub-genre's 
tendency to throw curveballs at the player, it was located near an 
enemy that is sure to give players a hard time and coerce them into 
healing before reaching the chest. All of this points to Death's Gambit 
infuriating and enticing players when it releases later this year. 





FutureGrind 


Platform: PS4, PC, Mac 
Release: 2017 


Milkbag Games’ FutureGrind takes the physics-based motorcycling 
of games like Joe Danger and amps up the color and speed. Riding 
atop а ridiculous bike — the two wheels of which are located directly 
above and below the rider — you rotate left and right to make sure the 
color of your wheel matches that of the rail you're riding on. 

The physicality of rotating had the right mix of precision and 
precarity. You can spin quickly enough to successively hit rails when 
you need to, but when you're on a гай, it feels just loose enough that 
you have to balance properly. A second bike had one large wheel as 
its center and one tiny wheel on a long spoke, and had the lopsided 
feel to match. 

FutureGrind also allows for a high range of skill. White rails on each 
level can be hit by either color of wheel (letting less skilled play- 
ers make it to the end), but eliminate the combo multiplier that nets 
higher scores. You can also go back to earlier levels to tackle more 
difficult objectives. 


m 





Nidhogg 2 
Platform: PS4, РС 
Release: Summer 


Nidhogg 2's art style is wildly different from its predecessor, but its 
gameplay makes smart changes that make it more than worthy of the 
Nidhogg name. It adds a number of randomly-distributed weapons 

to its arsenal; daggers attack more quickly but have limited range, 
claymores are harder to dodge but swing slowly, and bows and arrows 
сап kill from afar but leave you defenseless up close. 

The wacky art style takes getting used to, but gives the game its 
‘own vibe, and in motion it has just as much personality as the origi- 
nal. Rather than refined and almost abstract, the combatants seem 
desperate and confused, and some savage stomping brings home 
the point of how scared they are. When you die, you now reincarnate 
as а naked man, woman, or skeleton. 

Developer Messhof also wants to implement a more in-depth 
story mode this time around, though it won't be an enormous, 
sprawling undertaking. 





Nex Machina 


Platform: PS4 
Release: Spring 


Fans of Resogun don't have long to wait for Housemarque's next 
nerve-fraying shooter. Where Resogun drew inspiration from classic 
games like Defender, the studio’s new game, Nex Machina, is heavily 
influenced by Robotron. The studio even brought in Robotron's cre- 
ator Eugene Jarvis to help develop the game. 

Nex Machina delivers fast-paced, twin-stick action and a high level 
of voxel destruction as players mow down robotic forces that swarm 
from all sides. After a zone is cleared out, the player moves deeper 
into the topsy-turvy environment, which looks like it was designed by 
М.С. Escher. The development team clearly doesn't want you to be 
comfortable with anything, and to expect attacks from all vectors. 

Nex Machina feels like an old-school arcade shooter, but with all of 
the visual grandeur that comes from 4K gaming. 


Vane 


Platform: PS4, PC, Mac 
Release: 2017 


One of the most striking visual palettes to emerge from PSX was 
the new game from developer Friend & Foe. Vane presents a bleak 
and seemingly desolate world filled with odd structures and majestic 
landscapes. Players control the game from two perspectives. The 
first is a young child who has a powerful ability, though the team is 
reticent to share specifics, since the reveal of the protagonist's nature 
is core to the story. In addition, players also navigate the world as a 
bird, allowing them to traverse open landscapes, get new perspec- 
tives on a challenge, or uncover points of interest. On a thematic 
level, the juxtaposition of the two is meant to explore concepts of 
freedom, or in some cases, the lack thereof. 

Vane cites inspiration in architecture and illustration, but also games 
like Myst and Another World. Artist Rasmus Deguchi says the team 
thinks of their game as “basically just Fraggle Rock as directed by 
David Lynch.” Vane is enigmatic, but our early glimpse has left us 
intrigued for a deeper exploration. % 
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How recent video games are tackling sexuality 





BY ELISE Е 





п 2005, controversy erupted when the PC version of Grand Theft Auto: San 

Andreas released. The GTA series is no stranger to negative media attention, 

often looked down upon for its crude and juvenile themes. This time, the 

public was taken aback by sexual minigames hidden in the game's code. 

These minigames depicted protagonist Carl “CJ” Johnson performing sex- 

ual acts with his chosen in-game girlfriend, with each move and action in the 
bedroom under the player’s control. Though inaccessible to the average player, 
some were skilled enough with game code to reveal its contents, creating a mod 
called Hot Coffee that enabled these hidden scenes. 

The Hot Coffee scandal was subject to mainstream media headlines, several 
civil lawsuits, and a re-assessment of the game’s ESRB rating. Today, 12 years 
later, would these minigames still receive that same level of controversy? It’s 
difficult to say, but sex remains one of video games’ underexplored bastions in 
terms of cultural taboo. Sex has had a tumultuous history in interactive media, 
and we rarely see authentic depictions. Often, games shy away from meaningful 
intimacy, preferring to have it swept under the carpet or passed off as humorous, 
but some game developers are looking to change that. From BioWare's inclusive 
relationship arcs to Ladykiller in a Bind's unabashed view of sexuality, developers 
are tackling sex in new and progressive ways. 
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Sex As Interaction 
Most sex scenes in video games are 
sectioned off into short cutscenes, 

or are implied to happen off-screen. 
Some, however, bring more interac- 
tivity into the mix, but the result isn't 
always satisfying. With 2010's Heavy 
Rain, clumsy animation and exaggerat- 
ed button prompts during a make-out 
scene made it too awkward to be taken 
seriously. In Telltale's Batman series, а 
scene between Bruce and Selina gives 
the player some light interactivity with 
flirtatious choice mechanics, such as 
unzipping the other's jacket or kissing; 
but before things get too steamy, it 
fades to black. 

Portraying sex in a video game can 
be difficult, especially when bringing 
interactivity to these scenes means 
they could veer toward eroticism and 
pornography. Another issue is that 
their inclusion can feel stiff or forced 
rather than meaningful. However, 
independent game designer Christine 
Love, known for visual novels such 
as Analogue: A Hate Story and Don't 
Take It Personally, Babe, It Just Ain't 
Your Story, tackles interactive sexual- 
ity in a blatant but refreshing way with 
her newest game Ladykiller in а Bind. 

Ladykiller in а Bind is an erotic visual 
novel billed as a romantic sex com- 
edy. Playing as a lesbian, you cross- 
dress as your twin brother during a 








school-trip cruise, where you pursue 
different classmates and assume 
various power dynamics during sexual 
encounters. While titilating eroticism 
is one of the game's major themes, 

it handles sex in a positive light with 
inclusive queer intimacy and mature 
storytelling, dabbling in important top- 
ics such as consent. 

Above all, Ladykiller in a Bind isn't 
afraid of bringing realism to sex, with 
all the awkward, silly, embarrassing 
moments that it can bring out. Love 
believes most developers don't think 
about how sex informs their work, and 
that it can be challenging to portray it 
with tact, often coming across humor- 
ous unintentionally. 

"There's a big challenge to how do 
you portray sex, how do you make it 
feel like ‘this is not a joke’ which is, 
again, a big problem a lot of design- 
ers have - there's no confidence,” 
Love says. “So, there's this inclina- 
tion to either pass it off as funny 
or as something that's just swept 
through quickly." 

Love subverts popular conventions 
in Ladykiller in a Bind, such as moving 
away from the concept of reward- 
ing the player with sex should they 
choose the right dialogue options. 
Most choices in Ladykiller in a Bind 
stay within the spectrum of progress- 
ing a relationship in a natural way, 


Ladykiller in a Bind is composed of day 
scenes where you socialize with your 
peers and night scenes with lovers 


each with their own attributed mood. 
For example, you can be bratty, 
embarrassed, or noble in the way 

you speak to others, or you can say 
nothing at all by letting these options 
slowly fade if left unclicked. 

"| really want to stay away from 
[players having to] pick the right 
option to impress someone," Love 
says. "There's a lot of that sort of 
design, where sex is a reward but 
very little where sex is an interac- 
tion, so it turned into an interesting 
challenge of how do you structure 
choices in the middle of a sex scene 
without it feeling weird, gratuitous, or 
not meaningful." 

In contrast, writer Patrick Weekes of 
BioWare, whose work has encom- 
passed both the Dragon Age and 
Mass Effect series, believes that for 
the stories he creates, focusing too 
much on the act of sex itself can be 
detrimental, and that those physical 
moments can be more effective when 
left to the player's imagination. 

Weekes, in a tongue-in-cheek tone, 
describes BioWare games as “dating 
sims with a small save-the-world 
minigame," though what makes 
these experiences stand out is that 
romances are entirely optional, never 
forced upon the player like they would 
be in linear storytelling. BioWare char- 
acters are held dear by many players, 
and for some, these romances are the 
core experience. Discovering what 
worked and what didn't was a learn- 
ing process for the team. 

Looking at earlier iterations of both 
franchises, Weekes thinks the team 
focused too much on portraying 
physical sex scenes, with not enough 
emphasis on natural progression. “I 
think we were very focused on the act 
of sex,” he says. “In the first cases, 
зех was very much there as the goal. 
One thing that | feel we've gotten 
better at as we've gone on, in both 
franchises, is looking at sex as not just 
the win condition where you have to 
succeed in maxing out this character's 
approval, but more as a natural and 
healthy part of a relationship between 
two consenting people.” 








Inclusive Representations 
BioWare has always shown a dedica- 
tion to fleshing out romantic moments, 
and as time went on, the team grew 
more comfortable with building a more 
varied cast that has their own sexual 
identities, preferences, and interests. 
While Dragon Age II and the original 
Mass Effect include same-sex relation- 
ship options, most players interpreted 
these characters as bisexual. Rather 
than presenting concrete identities, 
these characters were available to the 
player protagonist regardless of their 
chosen gender. 

With Mass Effect 3's release in 2012, 
BioWare designed specific characters 
that were exclusively gay and lesbian. 
With 2014's Dragon Age: Inquisition, 
the team molded these concepts fur- 
ther, moving away from the convention 
of bisexuality as а crutch, and leaning 
more toward portraying characters with 
sexual identities that mattered. 

“In Inquisition, we made the 
conscious decision to change that,” 


BioWare has been at the forefront of portraying 
memorable and meaningful romantic character arcs 


Weekes says. “Part of that was to have 
some characters who are very clearly 
bisexual, who are open to all players, 
and other characters who are straight 
romances, and characters who are ex- 
clusively same-sex romances and are 
not available to the opposite sex." 

Weekes explains that giving char- 
acters sexual identities allowed the 
team to explore stories about being 
gay. "In Inquisition, you could not take 
the same-sex element of Dorian's 
romance and have it be the same 
romance, because Dorian's character 
is about someone who is gay, and 
dealing with being gay." 

BioWare games feature large casts 
of characters, but not all of them are 
pursuable. For example, in Dragon 
Age: Inquisition, others will react to 
your race and gender differently. Sera 
is only interested in other women, but 
she's got a fondness for Qunari and in 
contrast has difficulty opening up to 


Dalish elves. Although these limitations 


may be frustrating should you want to 


pursue a character that isn't mutu- 
ally interested, it introduces a realism 
rarely seen in games. 

“Overwhelmingly, [fans] said that it 
made the characters more realistic and 
feel more like people who continue 
to exist even when the game's turned 
off,” Weekes explains. 

Dragon Age: Inquisition also intro- 
duced its first transgender character, 
Krem, who is a mercenary under Iron 
Bull's leadership. His gender identity is 
revealed through conversations if you 
spend enough time in his company, 
and BioWare meticulously designed his 
character to come across genuine and 
be an accurate as possible representa- 
tion for the LGBTQ community. Fol- 
lowing an LGBTQ panel at the Penny 
Arcade Expo, BioWare listened to 
player feedback, where many fans indi- 
cated they wanted to see transgender 
representation in a game. Weekes, who 
wrote Krem’s character, was incredibly 
willing but “hugely afraid,” as it was 
something he had never tackled before. 

“The only rule was that we were 
going to do it right, professionally, and 
were going to do it well. Inside the 
company, we talked a lot with every 
department, raising the issue early, 
and clearly," he says. 

Ladykiller in a Bind similarly features 
same-sex romances, with most 
intimate interactions being between 
women, and this is partly 
because Love identifies as a lesbian 
herself. "I make games that I would 
want to play,” she says. The visual 
novel features queer intimacy in a 
way that is unabashed in its rawness, 
whereas Love believes other games 
often don’t tackle the nuances of a 
lesbian love story in the same way they 
would a heteronormative narrative. 
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Fleshing Out Characters In The Witcher 3 

In the original The Witcher, players collect trophy-like play- 
ing cards following sexual encounters with female characters. 
This feature spurred controversy from critics and players alike, 
criticizing that it was a form of objectification and degradation 
toward women. With the latest installment, The Witcher 3: Wild 
Hunt, developer CD Projekt Red put emphasis on meaningful in- 
timacy, moving away from its past missteps. 

Often heralded for its storytelling, The Witcher 3 features sex 
as one of its key plot devices, bringing realism to its charac- 
ters. Early on, protagonist Geralt is seen with his love interest, 
Yennefer, in a lustful bathtub scene. CD Projekt Red views this 
intimate moment as the quickest and most efficient way to es- 
tablish the relationship between both characters. 

“We put a lot of effort into using romantic relations as narrative 
tools, much like we do with fear, happiness, violence, family ties 
and so on,” says CD Projekt Red writer Magdalena Zych. "Creat- 
ing wholesome, believable characters who have feelings and 
desires of their own simply demands it.” 

Rather than implementing game-like conventions around sex, 
most of The Witcher 3's intimate scenes offer interactivity before 
and after the deed, almost as a reminder that the story isn't 
always in our control – though we do have a say in its direction. 

‘The Witcher series has long been about choice and conse- 
quence, but only in its latest installment, The Witcher 3: Wild 
Hunt, did players notice serious ramifications for their sexual de- 
cisions. Directing Geralt to be loyal or unfaithful to his lover has 
unique developments. 

Players have the choice to either romance Triss or Yennefer, 
but attempting to woo both will leave Geralt single by the end of 
the game. Rather than being a way to scold players for cheating, 
it’s instead a way to flesh out these characters further, reflecting 
their personalities and values. "Triss and Yen are a bit like fire 
and water,” Zych says. "The two can coexist, but don't mix well. 
So we imagined what would happen if Geralt tried to do that.” 


Telling Personal Stories 
Intimate stories, whether fictitious or 
based on real life, can be captivating 

if done right. 

Game designer Nina Freeman takes 
it a step further with tackling autobio- 
graphical stories surrounding sexual- 
ity. Along with a group of developers 
at Star Maid Games, she designed 
Cibele, a game about a sexual experi- 
ence that blossoms from an online 
relationship. Based on true events, the 
player takes the role of 19-year-old 
Nina in scenes that bounce between 
embodying the character and voyeur- 
ism. You perform actions for Nina, 
such as opening her messages, click- 
ing icons on her desktop computer, or 
logging into her favorite MMO — which 
is where much of the dialogue takes 
place. Cibele tells a linear tale and sex 
is one its more prominent beats, but 
it's not so much about the act itself. 

“I think because of the cultural taboo 
against talking about sex in media, 

a lot of people tend to be narrow- 
minded about it, ike if it's going to Бе 
a sex game it has to about be about 
the act itself, for example," Freeman 








Cibele is a narrative-driven, autobiographical 
game about a blossoming online relationship 
leading up to an intimate encounter 


says. "But that's not true — there's so 
many ways to talk about sex." 

As a writer, Freeman's biggest 
challenge was distilling those real-life 
moments from an entire relationship, 
and forming them into vignettes that 
highlight specific events. 

[Cibele] is all about removing the 
layers of mediation as they come 
closer to having sex, which is sort of 
what their whole relationship is revolv- 
ing around during the game," Freeman 
says. "So my goal was like, 'How do | 
embody that? How do 1 help the play- 
er embody that specific experience 
and perform it and understand it?” 

From flirtatious banter to the 
exchange of sensual selfies, Cibele 
has a slow pacing that builds up to 
a final moment. Freeman is boldly 
featured in the game's images and 
live-action scenes, but she never felt 
uncomfortable with this portrayal. 
With her background in poetry, she 
had prior experience writing personal 
stories that often incorporated sex, 
and Cibele isn’t Freeman's first game 
to tackle sexual themes based off a 
real event. 














When Freeman was young, she 
would hide under her bed when her 
mom left the house. Picking up two 
naked barbie dolls, she would mash 
them together curiously in crude 
motions, in an attempt to grasp a 
physical interaction she didn't fully un- 
derstand. Years later, after humorously 
telling the story to her collaborators at 
a bar before a game jam, it became 
the subject of a Flash game called 
How Do You Do It?, which they cre- 
ated in the span of three days. "It was 
a story that 1 often told people,” she 
says. “I thought was kind of a funny, 
interesting story and it just struck me 
ав something that was so physical, 
that it could be really well explored 
through of banging dolls together in 
an awkward way. | thought that was 
pretty evocative.” 

Pushing dolls together is the sole 
mechanic of the game, which has a 
certain earnest humor to it as a young 
girl attempts to understand a foreign, 
adult concept for the first time. 


The Importance Of Sexuality 
Media tends to lean toward a more 
unrealistic view of sex, often leaving 
out its awkward stumbling blocks. 
However, refreshing views on sexual- 
ity are slowly making their way into 
mainstream gaming. The video 

game audience has also grown more 
diverse through the years, with players 
yearning for meaningful and mature 


storytelling. As developers explore 
this, sex is just one natural element to 
bring into the equation. 

“We've evolved from your casual 
pixelated blend of Strip Poker on the 
‘Amiga to games like Gone Home or 
Life is Strange,” says CD Projekt Red 
writer Magdalena Zych. “And others 
are constantly emerging in main- 
stream gaming, something | person: 
ally find extremely awesome.” 

Video games are still іп their 


infancy in comparison to other media, 
meaning missteps are common and 
inclusive representations remain slim 
Writing love stories and including inti- 
macy in a video game is a tough feat, 
due to its interactive nature that can 
make it feel clumsy or unauthentic. 
However, we're progressively seeing 
healthier and more realistic depictions 
of sexuality as developers continue 
to find ways to intertwine story and 
gameplay more fluidly. 
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A New Breed Of Cosplay 


hile you've no doubt seen the outstanding work of several 

talented cosplayers at expos and on social media, a new kind 

of cosplayer has taken the internet by storm. Vox is a Shiba Inu 
that regularly streams its artistic endeavors (namely painting on Twitch. 
The dog has received a boost in popularity thanks to its adorable cosplays of 
Overwatch characters, starting with Tracer in the summer of 2016. We spoke 
with Vox's owner and costume designer, Taylor Creighton, about the process 
of designing the pup's costumes. 





Vox 


Owner Name: 
Taylor Creighton 
Occupation: 
Nursing Student 
Twitter: 
Outside the Vox 
Twitch: 
Outside the Vox 
Location: 
Saskatchewan, 
Canada 





iterview by Brian Shea 


What was the initial reason 
you decided to dress Vox up? 

Why Overwatch? 

Vox first started streaming as a 
simple painting dog, no cosplays at 
all. We ran a poll for all of Vox's view- 
ers for new ideas they would like to 
see on stream. One of the options 
was a cosplay-creation stream, and 
that option ended up winning. From 
there we ran a secondary poll with 
specific cosplay options. One of the 
choices was Tracer from Overwatch — 
which ended up winning — and the 
rest is history! | posted a preview of 
the unfinished Tracer costume that 

1 made from foam and hot glue to 
Twitter and it went viral. It received a 
crazy number of retweets and likes; 

it was so surreal. After that, | prom- 
ised all of Vox's followers that we 
would do a cosplay for Vox of each 
Overwatch character! 


How long does it take to create a 
costume for Vox? 

It varies widely from costume to cos- 
tume, but | think Junkrat took about 
8 hours, whereas Mercy took over 
22 hours. 


Which one has been the 
most challenging? 
The most challenging costume to 


make so far was probably the Mercy 
wings. | was new to foam-cutting 
when | did those wings, and they took 
a long time to get just right. 


How long does it take to get Vox to 
pose for these photos? I know dogs 
can be stubborn. 

Vox is a natural when it comes to 
photos. І usually take her out to play 
ball beforehand as a pre-shoot ritual 
and afterwards she poses very well. 

1 never trained her to sit or pose; | 
guess she's just inherently talented! 


How does designing a costume for 
а dog differ from designing a cos- 
tume for a human? 

1 have never designed a costume for 
а human so | can't really give you an 
in-depth answer for this, but 1 have 
noticed some things that don’t work 
so well on dogs. For example, hoods 
don't always look good on dogs like 
they do on humans. The way they fall 
опа dog's head is much different from 
the way they sit on a human's head. 
Making the hood for Reaper was 
extremely challenging as it just didn't 
sit right on her. Also, find it easier to 
create cosplays of subjects that are 
more human than animal. | have more 
creative freedom when making Vox 
look like a humanoid subject versus a 


subject that naturally resembles a dog. 


Do you think you'll ever cosplay 
alongside Vox? 

People have been asking me about 

it, so I've said in stream that if we hit 
100,000 followers on Twitter | will do а 
cosplay alongside Vox. 


Do you play a lot of Overwatch? 
Which character do you find the 
most visually appealing? 

1 play all the time! I'm currently an 
Ana/Mercy/Mei main; | can't choose 
just one! Visually, 1 would have to say 
that Mercy is the most appealing to 
me. Her wings are just too cool. 


Recently, you've branched out from 
Overwatch. | saw a Link cosplay. 
Are other franchises in Vox's future? 
There will be many other types of 
cosplay in the future. As for other fran- 
chises, we've just finished one from 
The Last Guardian. We have some 
World of Warcraft and more Nintendo 
cosplays in the works. 


Do you have a dream cosplay 
for Vox? 

It’s really hard to choose a single 
dream cosplay, but if | had to choose, 
1 would really love to do an awesome 
Deathwing cosplay from WoW! % 
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developer Square Enix. In a blog post to fans, director Hajime Tabata says the extra scenes explain character 
motivations, and the studio is also planning on adding gameplay enhancements and possibly making some “key 
characters playable.” “We're focusing 
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best — heart- 
pounding 
NINTEN D plans to offer GameCube moment- 
games on Switch via the 
Virtual Console platform, according to multiple sources at to-moment 


Eurogamer. While we're excited that three GC titles appear to 
be already prepared for the Switch — Super Mario Sunshine, 
Luigi’s Mansion, and Super Smash Bros. Melee - it's unfortu- 
nate that the report says gamers “should” have to pay a fee to 
upgrade previously purchased Virtual Console titles. 


online co-op 


FPS action.” 





The Ugly 


F | Е Ultimate Team hacker Anthony J Clark has 
been convicted by a Texas jury of conspir- 
acy to commit wire fraud. Clark hacked into Electronic Arts’ 





servers, stole FIFA Ultimate Team coins, and sold them to 
third-party coin marketplaces for millions of dollars (includ- 
ing vehicles and property). Clark and his three accomplices, 
who already pleaded guilty, are awaiting sentencing as of the 


time of this writing. © developers Turtle Rock 
Studios, describes the 


— Phil Robb, co-founder 
of Evolve/Left 4 Dead 
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WATCH DOGS 2 





Watch Dogs 2 improves on much of what the first game lacked, intro- 


ducing the vibrant new setting of San Francisco and a more interesting 
protagonist named Marcus Holloway. We spoke to Ubisoft Montreal 


senior producer Dominic Guay about the ups and downs of Watch 
Dogs 25 development. by Elise Favis 


Many thought the original Watch 
Dogs had its share of flaws. Was 
there a lot of pressure to address the 
issues of the first game? 

You always want to make the best pos- 
sible game. The team is driven by pas- 
sion. We are gamers too. We listened to 
the feedback and definitely considered 
it in our decision making process. It is 
not to say that we were reacting solely 
to that feedback, but we definitely con- 
sidered both what various people liked 
and disliked in the original game. 


Was there much debate amongst 
the team about including Ubisoft's 
San Francisco office in the game and 
how far down that rabbit hole to go? 
‘That was an idea we had in early con- 
ception of the game. WD 2 focuses on 
hacking — if we are going to allow the 
player to hack so many things in the 
city we should also allow them to hack 
a virtual Ubisoft. We found it healthy to 
poke a little fun at ourselves, to not put 
ourselves above others. 


Were there ever any considerations 
for ditching guns altogether? 

It is true that Marcus, the charac- 

ter, would not generally use lethal 
approaches. You do not see him 
handling guns or shooting people in 
[cutscenes] or in any forced narrative 
moments. We wanted missions to fully 
support hacking approaches, stealth, 
non-lethal weapons and trickster tac- 
tics. With that said, we wanted to give 
the player that choice. We wanted to 
maintain a viable approach through 
aggression for players who wished 

to take this course. What we saw in 
internal playtests is that players would 
find their own favorite play styles to 
approach challenges and each were 
enjoyed by different players. Often, 


the same players would change their 
tactics based not only on what worked 
for them, but also on what felt right at 
the moment. If you think about it, it's 
interesting to have а player choose 

an approach based on their feelings 
instead of being forced into it or simply 
maximizing efficiency. We are very 
much aware that there is definitely 
more to explore in this area — in how to 
match player agency without creating 
possible friction between the mechan- 
ics and the narrative. 


What story beats or mechanics in 
the game did you have mapped 

out and then were surprised 

when they ended up mirroring 
real-world events? 

Mechanically we based most of them 
on things that were already seen, for 
example hacking cars remotely. | lost 
count of all the ATM hacking articles 
we saw during production. Narratively, 
we did go in some "what if" territory 
that ended up in the newspapers 
before we shipped. That was some- 
times uncanny. Our storyline about the 
potential of social media platforms to 
manipulate voting was partly reflected 
by both parties during the latest U.S. 
election. The "pre-crime" programs 

we explored also saw a significant 
increase in popularity in many cities 
worldwide. Watching promotional 
videos on new home automation or 
smart city technologies always feels 
strangely like in-game videos to us. But 
above all else, it is the recent news on 
how various data brokers (both legal 
and illegal) deal with our personal infor- 
mation and histories that have been 
the most impressive to us. 


What are some of the unexpected 
or wacky hacks players have 





experimented with that you've come 
across so far? 
Players are creative! Sometimes it 
comes from the simplest of things. 
For example, using the flying drone as 
a platform so the jumper drone can 
reach higher places. Last week | saw 
a video of someone who had piled up 
a huge pyramid of cars using a lift to 
reach а high point with Marcus... or 
attracting a few Al. in a room and then 
locking the door, trapping them. The 
craftiest players are starting to mix A.l. 
manipulation, car hacking, and traps to 
clear layouts without ever setting foot 
in the restricted area. 

Alot of the fun interactions 
also come from the multiplayer. 
Approaching from scissor lifts used as 
a mobile platform, bombing campers 
with drones, countering drones using 
Mass Communication Disrupt to break 
the drone control and shoot them 
down before the user could regain 
control. One of our designers was not 
aware of that last combo! 


Watch Dogs 2 has a lot of diversity, 
from a black protagonist to a trans 
character. Did you feel it was impor- 
tant for the game to be inclusive 
and diverse? 

It is true to our subject matter: The 
Bay Area is a diverse place, and we 
built characters that were inspired by 
the diversity of our world. It was very 
important for the team to be inclusive 
and represent the diversity of the 

real world. 


Was there a lot of research that 
went into building Josh as an 
autistic character? 

You can find an audio log made by 
Horatio in the main hackerspace where 
he mentions that Josh is high-function- 
ing autistic. But Josh is multi-dimen- 
sional and we do not want to label him. 
The creative team, writers, and actors 
did extensive research to make sure 
we built a character that was grounded 
in reality. | personally care a lot for this 
character and so do many people on 
the dev team. % 


DISHONORED 2 


Arkane Studios’ follow-up to its action hit surpasses the original with its 
wider arsenal of supernatural powers, improved stealth suite, and two 
of the best levels of the series. We talked to creative director Harvey 
Smith about the game’s reception and the few niggling problems we 
had with the game. Editor's note: There are some story spoilers ahead. 


by Matt Bertz 


We enjoyed the Dishonored 2 story, 
but the opening and conclusion 
scenes both felt rushed. How hard 
is it to tie narrative into a game that 
is so systems driven? 

The opening is always challenging 

оп multiple axes. One is like you say, 
it's just challenging to tie everything 
together that we do. We deliberately 
play up your freedom within a given 
mission to do things many different 
ways. It's a deliberate choice to avoid 
controlling camera, pacing and other 
filmic elements. You can't guarantee 
the player will be at a specific spot at 

а certain time having done a certain 
sequence of events. Instead of devel- 
oping tools and practices to try and 
control everything, we invest in a dif- 
ferent direction for deliberate creative 
reasons. As a result, whenever we have 
to do that, like the opening of a game 
or the finale of a game, we have less 
space to do it, we have less tools to 

do it with. 

The idea of the coup, it changed a 
lot. Initially we had a whole mission 
before it set in Dunwall. We had a ship- 
launching ceremony. We had a scene 
at one of the crownkiller’s murder sites. 
But we ended up downplaying the 
crownkiller at the beginning because 
as people played they found it confus- 
ing because they wanted to focus on 
the inciting incident — the coup itself. 
You have a version of Dunwall Tower 
at the end of the game, it’s all wrecked 
by Delilah and her witches. We only 
built the wrecked version, and it would 
have doubled our work load to also 
make the pristine prologue version. If 
you fully reproduce Dunwall Tower for 
the beginning of the game, then it's а 
lot more work for something the player 
just sees briefly. 


So is Delilah really Emily's aunt, or 
was it left intentionally as a mystery? 
We don't know - she could be lying! 
This is deep lore, but people have 
pointed out things like when she shows 
you in the Void the painting of the old 
‘emperor, Jessamine's father and alleg- 
edly Delilah’s father, promising some 
day he'll reveal her to the court and 

all. He was called golden haired in 
Dishonored 1 in some lore book. In the 
new game іп the painting it looks like 
he has dark hair or it could be a trick of 
the lighting, so people have speculated 
that means she's not really Jessamine's 
sister. But other people say, "No, | 
believe her, this really happened, this 

is an injustice." | think it's one of those 
details less pressing perhaps than who 
is Emily's father, but we like unreliable 
narrators and the players interpreting 
things as much as possible. 


The Dishonored games are the- 
matically honest. The world reflects 
your choices except for one area 
of the game - theft. Having an 
empress steal from her constitu- 
ency at will with no consequences 
seems to be at odds with every 
other decision you have made with 
that game. Was there a debate 
about this? 
This is a conversation that has literally 
come up since Ultima when | was at 
Origin. People would say the Avatar 
is just a vessel of virtue except that 
he just ate that woman's pie that she 
just put out on the windowsill and that 
he went into the house and ate three 
of their chickens. He's like some kind 
of monster! 

Clint Hocking is one of my favorite 
game designers. He coined the term 
ludonarrative dissonance, which is а 





fancy way of saying the play and the 
narrative don't match up here. We did 
talk about that a lot, and there are a 
couple of things we do around that. 
One, we do address it, but as usual 

in our case it's easy to miss because 
we don't force you to view it. There's 

a moment in low chaos where Emily is 
taking some coins and she says some- 
thing like, "a week ago | was living in 
a palace and now I'm forced to pilfer 
from my citizens.” And later in low 
chaos she says, "I promise I'm going 
to make this right. I'm going to make 
this all up to the citizens of the empire. 
And then in high chaos she says. 
“Technically, because I'm empress, this 
is mine anyway.” It will be a niggling 
thing for thoughtful critics, but there are 
higher priorities. 


A time-shifting mechanic appeared 
in both Dishonored 2 and Titanfall 2. 
Obviously you were developing 

in parallel in completely different 
silos. Has that ever happened to 
you before? 

The most shocking version of that that 
I've ever encountered was Пей lon 
Storm after six years working on Deus 
Ex 1 and 2. | had just gone through a 
divorce so it seemed like a good time 
for me to reflect on what | want to do. 
During that time, | was trying to start a 
company that ultimately | decided not 
to pursue. I had this pitch — it was a 
first-person co-op game with a heavy 
narrative layer and some RPG ele- 
ments. Something arcane and esoteric 
had triggered in London where these 
huge wall of thorn, bone, and teeth 
grew up around London like literally 
hundreds of meters tall. А fog devel- 
oped over London and any plane or 
satellite that passes over would fall 
out of the sky. So the world effectively 
lost contact with London. A group of 
people brought together military and 
scientific forces and their plan was 

to put them in a big ball that could 
survive with a parachute and shoot 

it over the wall with a catapult ога 
plane or something. Then the players 
would emerge from the capsule and 
figure out what the f--- was going on 
in London. It was all Satanic - a rift to 
hell had opened. The players could 
either invest in military skills or some 
sort of magic. 

1 pitched that to a particular pub- 
lisher, and at the end of it the guy says, 
“Some of the Blizzard spin-off guys 
just pitched the exact same thing.” 
| thought the guy was bulls-----ing 
me. | was like, "That can't be true. If 
you didn't want to do the game, just 
say so." | guess it was true, because 
Hellgate: London came out. % 


THE BEST 
ТАВЕЕТОР 
САМЕ$ 


OF 2016 


he field of board, card, and miniature gaming continued 

its meteoric growth this year, exploring hundreds of in- 

novative designs and varied themes. Our 10 favorites run 

the gamut from family-friendly stacking games to com- 
plex strategic affairs for dedicated hobby veterans. 


JUNK ART 


Publisher: Pretzel Games 
Who's it for? Families with a penchant 
for engineering 


Mixing structural know-how with aesthetic 
beauty, Junk Artis a tactile stacking game 
about strangely shaped rings, bars, beams, 
and pots that must somehow fit together into 
growing (and delicate) towers. The dozen 
gameplay variants keep sessions fresh, 

from desperate races to finish your tower, to 
challenging competitions for height or color- 
matching. Gameplay is brisk, entertaining, 
and adaptable to group skill level. 
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MADNESS 


MANSIONS OF MADNESS, 2ND EDITION 


Publisher: Fantasy Flight Games 
Who's it for? Lovecraftian horror aficionados 


Narrative moments steal the show in this 
app-aided adventure into the menacing 
Cthulhu mythos. Players cooperate to 
investigate a supernatural site, encounter- 
ing mind-shattering monsters and mental 
challenges in one of several story-focused 
scenarios. The heavy lifting of rules in this 
new edition comes through a free digital 
application, admirably keeping the gameplay 
focus on teamwork and the existential hyste- 
ria of your sanity-impaired heroes. 





CAPTAIN SONAR 


Publisher: Matagot 
Who's it for? Larger cooperative teams 


Think of Captain Sonar as if Battleship grew 
up, layered on a wealth of new facets, and 
invited more players into the mix. Teams of 
four take on distinct roles as captain, first 
mate, engineer, and sonar operator, and 
navigate their submarine through treacher- 
ous waters in search of the enemy. A divider 
screen splits the table in half as each crew 
operates in secret, leading to tense but 
laugh-inducing confrontations. 








POTION EXPLOSION 
Publisher: CMON 
Who's it for? Wizards of all ages 


The Potions final exam is here, and only the 
cleverest brewers can graduate. With its 
dispensary of colored marble ingredients, 
Potion Explosion might look like a match- 
three video game, but actually offers a deep 
and entertaining mix of resource acquisition 
and point maximizing. Completed potions 
come back into play as special abilities that 
change the playfield, keeping kids and adults 
alike constantly needing to shift their tactics. 





CODENAMES PICTURES 
Publisher: Czech Games Edition 
Who's it for? Partygoers of flexible 
team sizes 


The follow-up to last year's widely praised 
Codenames is just as fun as its ргедесев- 
sor. Two opposing teams of spies try to 
hunt down agents in the field, but instead 

of secret words, the guesswork is all about 
surreal pictures. Spymasters give clues that 
relate to specific cards, and the rest of the 
team puzzles out which pictures match. 
Innovative, deductive, and highly replayable, 
this new variation is great on its own, or can 
seamlessly combine with the original game. 





SCYTHE 


Publisher: Stonemaier Games 
Who's it for? Experienced board gamers 


Giant steampunk mechs wander the coun- 
tryside of a beleaguered Eastern Europe, and 
you must lead your faction to popularity, and 
seize power as you go. Scythe is а stunning 
тік of activities, juggling combat, upgrades, 
faction development, exploration, and more 
across a sprawling map filled with resources 
and story encounters. The intimidating scope 
isn't for beginners, but longtime hobbyists 
should rejoice. 





For more detailed write-ups on each of this year's 10 entries, plus a bonus section on the five best tabletop RPGs of 2016, visit gameinformer.com/topofthetable 


CONAN 


Publisher: Monolith 
Who's it for? Adult sword-and-sorcery fans 


Fantasy miniature combat takes center stage 
in this adventure game in the one-vs-many 
style. A single player takes the role of the 
overlord and his minions, while everyone 
else controls Conan or one of his compan- 
ions. Scenario-based battles put tremendous 
control in the hands of players to shape how 
a fight unfolds, while the Overlord employs a 
brilliant and balanced control mechanic that 
keeps the action taut and moving fast across 
the four included board maps. 


FALL 


SEAFALL 


Publisher: Plaid Hat Games 
Who's it for? Patient, consistent groups 


This ambitious legacy game finds players 
exploring a wide-open ocean board, discov- 
ering new lands, uncovering lost civilizations, 
and unlocking secrets that reveal themselves 
at designated moments throughout multiple 
game sessions. Complex and often slow- 
paced, SeaFall is nonetheless unlike any 
game you've played, where the rules (and 
even the cards and components) change in 
response to your choices. 


ae 
IMHOTEP 
Publisher: Thames & Kosmos 


Who's it for? Strategists seeking 
accessible fun 


Quick turns and seemingly simple choices 
layer in depth as any given game of Imhotep 
unfolds. Players deliver stone blocks to sites 
of antiquity, like towering obelisks and ma- 
jestic pyramids. With multiple ways to score 
points, each player must balance the need to 
stock boats and deliver blocks to a desired 
port. Elegant and intricately balanced, 
Imhotep is this year’s choice for a pure but 
easy-to-learn strategy experience. 





STAR WARS: REBELLION 


Publisher: Fantasy Flight Games 
Who's it for? Dedicated Jedi generals 


Imagine retelling the classic trilogy with 
your own twists and turns, complete with 
captured heroes, planet-destroying Death 
Stars, and hidden rebel bases. Fantasy 
Flight's massive game balances narrative 
and strategy in an elegant counterpoint, 
and features space combat, daring mis- 
sions, area conquest, and deception; this 
is the Star Wars board game you always 
imagined playing. © 
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GOOGLE 
ІХЕІ. 





740700 


ober 4 


Featuring a vibrant 5.5-inch AMOLED display, 
solid battery life, and a 12.3-megapixel cam- 
era with tons of features, the Google Pixel 
XL is an excellent choice for Android users. 
Google Assistant can help with a variety of 
queries and tasks even from across a room, 
thanks to its solid voice-detection technol- 
ogy. The camera can use smartburst to take several 
photos quickly so you can select just the right one, 
and it even gives you a recommendation as to the best 
of the batch. As a bonus, Google also offers unlimited 
cloud storage for all your photos and videos. The only 
downsides to the Pixel XL's strong debut are the cost, 
the lack of adequate water resistance, and how easily 
it gets beat up without a case. However, if you want 
to splurge on an Android-based smartphone, Google's 
sleek machine is tough to beat. 


$769 (32 GB), $869 (128 GB) — store.google.com 








by Dan Tack, Ben Reeves, and Andy McNamara 


Sennheiser PC 373D 7.1 Surround Sound 

Gaming Headset 

Atthis price, these headphones fall into the luxury category, but they have the 
performance to back up the price tag. A dongle that tums surround sound off and on 
makes it easy to go from blasting tunes in stereo to using Dolby Surround Sound for 
games to finding a nice mix of both. The support software isn't anything special, but 
the volume control on the side of the ultra-comfortable headset is a nice touch. The 
overall sound and mic performance is exceptional, 
so if you live at your PC your ears will thank you 
$249 | en-us.sennheiser.com for the investment in this high-end headset. 


Miniboss Wireless NES 

Classic Controller 

Ме got tired of being tethered to our 
video game consoles over 20 years ago, but 
the wired controllers on Nintendo's recent 
NES Classic keep you within an arm's reach 
of the system at all times. Nyko's wireless 
solution doesn't look as good as Nintendo's 
classic controllers, but allows for wireless 
play up to 30 feet away. The Miniboss' d-pad 
and buttons feel alittle stiffer than Nintendo's 
offering, but they get the job done. 


$24.99 | nyko.com 
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he Oculus Rift launched last March, but unlike the 

HTC Vive or PSVR, it lacked motion controllers out 

of the gate. Instead, players have interacted with 

games by using an Xbox One controller. With the 
recently released Touch controllers, Oculus puts its VR platform 
on par with the competition. So do these controllers fundamen- 
tally change the Rift experience? Sort of. 


by Javy Gwaltney 


What You Get 
The box includes two Oculus 
Touch controllers, one for each 

of your hands, a corresponding 
sensor you need to use them, 
and a VR connector specifically 
for Rock Band. No games are 
included with the controllers right 
now, but Robo Recall (a Time 
Crisis-like shooting gallery) will be 
made free to Oculus Touch own- 
ers when it releases next year. You 
can also download a demo for 
Robo Recall to help tide you over 
until the full game arrives. This all 
comes at the relatively steep price 
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of $200, which brings the cost of 
the whole Oculus Rift package up 
to $800 - not counting the PC you 
need to run it. 


What Works 
The Touch controllers bring a 
sense of freedom and move- 
ment that was lacking with the 
Rift's original Xbox One control- 
ler scherne. The setup for the 
controllers is painless, since you 
only have to plug in an extra 
sensor into your PC. Most of the 
games | played required me to 
be standing in an open space 





OCULUS 
TOUCH REVIEW 


and constantly moving about. 
In The Unspoken, | swerved out 
of the way of my opponent's 
magic spells before unleashing a 
deadly fireball in retaliation. The 
controllers work well enough to 
simulate your hands, with each 
button essentially representing 

a finger or a cluster of fingers. 
This might sound complicated 

at first, but within moments of 
wrapping my hands around the 
controller, | knew where all the 
important functions on each con- 
troller were and had no problem 
mastering each game's individual 
control scheme. 

The controllers themselves are 
comfortable and each controller 
uses a single double АА battery, 
which lasted the entirety of the 
six hours | used the controllers. 
The column has a single button 
for your middle finger, while three 
buttons and a small joystick are 
embedded in the circular space 
at the top of the column. Like the 
Wii remote, there are straps to 
help keep the controllers in your 
hand and not flying across the 
room during intense gameplay 


sessions. Helpfully, the control- 
lets also show up in VR, so you 
can locate them while wearing 
the headset. 

Games specifically developed 
with the Touch controllers in 
mind, like The Unspoken and 
Superhot VR, are fantastic dem- 
onstrations of the extended range 
of mobility adding to the Rift’s 
virtual reality experience. Super- 
hot VR is a particularly enjoyable 
experience, requiring the player 
to rip weapons from enemies’ 
hands and duck beneath enemy 
fire in slow motion. | emerged 
from my experience breathing 
hard, muscles sore, with a huge 
smile plastered on my face. The 
Unspoken is a good time too, es- 
pecially for those who love duels 
or have ever fancied themselves 
as a wizard or witch causing 
havoc in modern New York. 

I also felt no nausea or motion 
sickness during my time with the 
headset and controllers across 
several games, though I've only 
had two instances in the past with 
VR making me feel motion sick- 
ness with Adrift and Thumper. 





What Doesn't Work 
The majority of Touch titles avail- 
able for the Rift are interesting, 
but they are few in number. While 
Superhot VR, The Unspoken, and 
1 Expect You To Die are all a good 
time, they still feel like expensive 
tech demos instead of full gaming 
experiences. Many of them don't 
last longer than an hour. A few 
duds also pad out the library, 
including a sports minigame 
collection called VR Sports 
Challenge that feels like a weak, 
half-hearted attempt to capture 
the glory of Wii Sports. A number 
of previously released Oculus Rift 
titles have Touch compatibility 

as well, like Crytek’s The Climb, 
but the added mobility doesn’t 
significantly improve the experi- 
ences we played. 

Setting up the controllers is an 
easy affair, but maintaining a con- 
sistent experience is a different 
story. They don't always work the 
way you need them to. Though 
1 had more than the suggested 


seven feet of space and had ap- 
propriately calibrated the control- 
lers, the sensors still occasionally 
failed to pick up my movements. 
These issues didn't arise often 
(usually during physically intense 
games like Superhot VR), but they 
still disrupted the experience by 
causing one of my “arms” to stop 
responding or disappear entirely 
from view for a few seconds. 

These technical hiccups don’t 
bring the experience to a grinding 
halt, but they poke holes in the 
immersion VR is trying to create. 
However, all the virtual reality 
systems I've used have had these 
issues in one way or another 
and occurred the least with the 
Oculus Touch controllers, and the 
Touch controllers are slightly more 
comfortable than the Vive's and 
way more responsive than the 
PS Move. 

It’s worth noting that Oculus 
recommends having a third sen- 
sor for a more accurate room 
scale. However, we were not 


Javy's Favorite 
Oculus Touch Games 


1. Superhot VR 
2. 1 Expect You To Die 
3. The Unspoken 
4. Dead And Buried 
8. Kingspray: 

Graffiti Simulator 


sent a third sensor (which can 
be purchased for $79), so we 
worked with what consumers will 
be getting out of the basic box, a 
single sensor for both controllers, 
and can't speak to any playability 
differences between having the 
additional sensor. 





The Final Verdict 
If you count yourself among those 
unenthused or still waiting for 
virtual reality's must-play experi- 
ence, the Oculus’ Touch control- 
lers and the games designed for 
them are unlikely to get you to 
jump onboard. 

Virtual reality is still an invest- 
ment at this stage, with little 
immediate payoff beyond stylish 
tech demos. The best games for 
these devices are supposedly 
coming sometime in the future. 
The Touch controllers feel like a 
way for Oculus to play catch-up 
to the other platforms. However, 
beyond the Rift controllers feeling 
slightly easier to hold, there's 
nothing here that sets apart the 
Vive and the Rift bundled with 
Touch Controllers; they carry the 
same price tag, but the Vive has 
had time to build up a bigger 
library of titles with support for 
motion controls. 

For those who have a Rift and 
want to keep up with the device's 
evolution, it's essential to buy the 
controllers in preparation for fu- 
ture titles. However, for those still 
trying figure out if they're going 
to go with a Vive or Rift, there's 
nothing here that puts Oculus 
over Vive. 


$199 (Price is for the Touch 
controllers alone) | oculus.com 


Media Shelf 
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DOWNRIGHT BIZARRE 
GAMES: VIDEO GAMES 
THAT CROSSED THE 
LINE BY MICHAEL 
THOMASSON 


Video game historian 
Michael Thomasson 
pokes fun at the industry 
by looking back at some 
of the strangest game 
mechanics, terrible box 
art, and questionable 
advertisements 
throughout the history 

of our favorite form 

of entertainment. 


$39.99 
gooddealgames.com 


NES CLASSICS 
BY GARITT ROCHA 


А nostalgic trip back 
to the 8-bit era, this 
hardcover collector's 
edition book and slip 
case offers excerpts 
from Nintendo Power 
magazine as well as 
retrospectives and 
walkthroughs for 17 NES 
classics including Super 
Mario Bros. 3, Donkey 
Kong, and The Legend 
of Zelda. 


THE BIRTH 
OF A NATION 


Nat Turner is а literate 
slave and preacher living 
in antebellum South who 
uses his preaching to 
subdue his fellow slaves 
and ultimately leads an 
uprising in the hopes of 
achieving freedom. 
$39.99 
foxsearchlight.com 
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Virtual Reality Is Still Waiting 
For Its Software Savior 


Tech demos give you a great glimpse of the tech’s potential, 
but with no system seller these platforms are doomed 


by Matt Bertz, Managing Editor 


t the beginning of 2016, the entire industry seemed bullish on 
the promise of virtual reality. Game conferences had overflow- 
ing attendance for VR panels, venture capitalists stuffed the 
pockets of studios exploring the new frontier, and data analysts 
like Superdata were predicting $40 billion in sales by 2020. 

But then the Oculus Rift, HTC Vive, and PlayStation VR 

launched to tepid sales, and now no one seems as confident 

in the anointed next big thing in gaming. Judging by the weak number of impres- 

sions we see on virtual-reality stories on the web and the general disinterest we've 

witnessed at recent game conferences (the large Far Point booth at PSX was 
mostly barren all weekend), consumers still seem dismissive. 

The biggest problem with virtual reality isn’t the technology. Yes, the headsets 
still have hurdles to overcome relating to comfort, affordability, and best ргас- 
tices to keep their users from getting nauseated. Scientists still don’t understand 
the long-term effects of prolonged exposure in virtual reality. But the dozens of 
tech demos available on each platform give a glimpse of just how transformative 
this technology could be. Standing at the foot of a tyrannosaurus rex in Back to 
Dinosaur Island, jumping into the cockpit of an X-Wing Fighter in the Star Wars 
Battlefront Rogue One mission, or interacting with the robots in the Aperture Sci- 
ence Laboratories make you feel like you are really present in these interactive 
experiences in a way no current console or PC games can match. 

The primary problem is none of the platforms have a must-buy game that real- 
izes this potential in a fully fledged interactive experience. Most of the current 
games for the Rift, Vive, and PSVR are still just glorified demos. Even the few 
games that bother to deliver a fleshed-out experience don't play remarkably differ- 
ent than a game you would find on consoles. The graphics are worse, the controls 
aren't revolutionary, and the experiences аге all too brief. Chronos, the lone virtual 
reality game to crack the Game Informer Top 50 games of 2016 list, merely uses 
virtual reality to give you a different third-person camera. Otherwise it doesn't feel 
dramatically different than it would were it on PS4. This simply isn't good enough 
to convince consumers they should drop hundreds of more dollars on top of the 
cost of their console or gaming PCs. 

Given the relatively small install bases of these nascent platforms, we don't ex- 
pect many third-party studios to take up the mantle and try to deliver that destina- 
tion experience. Unless the platform holders invest heavily in these studios, most 
will likely decline to jump into a prohibitively expensive experimental phase of 
game development with little to no guarantee for recouping that investment. This 
leaves the onus on the platform holders to uncover this killer app. 


The sky isn't falling on virtual reality 
just yet. A lot of studios have projects 
in production currently, and maybe one 
of these games could become the Halo 
or Super Mario Bros. that captures the 
imagination of players and drives pur- 
chases of the headsets. Some pub- 
lishers are taking bigger chances than 
others, like Capcom making Resident 
Evil 7 fully VR compatible. 

Most entrenched companies in the 
virtual-reality space view the technol- 
оду’ progress as a marathon, not а 
sprint. But time is of the essence for 
the Rift, PSVR, and Vive. With another 
year of tepid consumer interest and 
few praiseworthy games, the real es- 
tate that retailers are currently devot- 
ing to these platforms may disappear 
entirely, dooming this generation of 
virtual-reality headsets to the same 
tech wasteland where the Virtual Boy 
and 3D are currently buried. 

Perhaps another few dramatic leaps 
in processing power and screen reso- 
lution can put virtual reality on stronger 
footing in future years, but better look- 
ing games don't necessarily translate. 
to transformative experiences. If the 
VR pioneers want to be remembered, 
they need to develop a game that turns 
skeptics into believers and translates 
that potential to kinetic energy. Only 
then will consumers take it seriously. % 
7 77 7 А А 
Тһе views and opinions expressed іп this column are 
strictly those of the author and not necessarily those 
of Game Informer 


03 New Releases 
» Poochy & Yoshi's Woolly World (305) 


07 New Releases 
» Touhou Genso Wanderer (PS4, Vita) 


08 Star Wars: Darth Maul 
Ме may never see the Darth Maul video 
game that LucasArts canceled years 
‘ago, but his origin story is being told in a 
comic series that launches today. Writer 
Cullen Bunn shows us Maul in training, 
and his first confrontation with a Jedi. 
The series is five issues with covers by 
Rod Reis. 


09 New Releases 
» Nioh (PS4) 


10.1 The Lego 

Batman Movie 

Will Arnett’s portrayal of Batman in The 
Lego Movie demanded further explora- 
tion, and now he's front and center 

in his own film that opens in theaters 
today. The Lego Batman Movie looks 


bonkers, and features almost every sig- 
nificant Bat-villain, from The Joker to 
Two-Face (played by Billy Dee Williams, 
who was Harvey Dent in Tim Burton's 
first Batman film). 


10.2 John Wick: Chapter 2 
Few films deliver ass-kicking as well 
as John Wick. Director Chad Stahelski 
and actor Keanu Reeves are back for 
a second bullet ballet in John Wick: 
Chapter 2. The trailer shows gun fights 
in a banquette hall, on rooftops, in а. 
‘subway, a nightclub, the sewers, and, 
well, pretty much everywhere there's 
a scene. 


14 New Releases 
» For Honor (PS4, Xbox One, PC) 
» Sniper Elite 4 (PS4, Xbox One, PC) 


15 The Wild Storm 

Warren Ellis returns to DC Comics to 
breathe new life into Jim Lee's Wild 
Storm universe. Grifter, Voodoo, Jenny 
Sparks, and The Engineer are just a few 


21.1 Halo Wars 2 


of the characters that appear in Ellis 
new monthly The Wild Storm series, 
and will be a launching point for new 
series based on WildC.A.T.5., Zealot, 
and Michael Cray. 


17 The Great Wall 

If you want to see the Great Wall of 
China used as a defense against an 
army of underground monsters, you 
might want to go see today's theatri- 
cal release, The Great Wall. A word of 
warning: Matt Damon is in it and he 
thinks he's a samurai or something. He 
will likely be the one that saves the day, 
and the world, and all of that. Again, we 
warned you. 


21.1 New Releases 

» Berserk and the Band of the Hawk 
(PS4, PC, Vita) 

» Halo Wars 2 (Xbox One, PC) 


21.2 D.I.C.E. Summit 2017 
This intimate game conference puts 
key developers on the stage to discuss 
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breakthroughs and issues in the current 
state of games. This year's speakers 
include 343 Industries’ Bonnie Ross, 
Oculus’ Jason Rubin, and Academy 
‘Award winning VEX supervisor Guillaume 
Rocheron. More will be announced 
closer to the summit, which begins today 
and runs through the weekend. 


24 New Releases 
» Lego Worlds (PS4, Xbox One, PC) 


27 Game Developers 
Conference 2017 

With over 500 panels, lectures, and 
events centered on learning how to make 
games, Game Developers Conference is 
‘one of the best venues for people looking 
to get into games or hone their craft fur- 
ther. The show also concludes with the 
17th annual Choice Awards, which high- 
lights the best games of 2016, as well as 
a Lifetime Achievement award. 


28 New Releases 
> Horizon Zero Dawn (PS4) ® 
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The further interactive entertainment gets into its lifespan, 
the more it diversifies and breaches new realms. The year 
2016 was no different. 

It marked the birth of three new virtual reality platforms, 
the continued meteoric growth in eSports, and mid-gen- 
eration console refreshes that offered players better hard- 
ware performance and improved visuals. We watched the 
Pokémon Go craze spread around the world, popular games 
from years past staying in regular rotation with gamers 
thanks to strong post-release support from developers, and 
brand new titles like Blizzard's Overwatch break through in 
highly competitive genres. 

The year was so good that culling our list of the best games 
to just 50 standout titles was harder than usual. Many good, 
high-scoring games with impassioned fan bases or novel inno- 
vations didn't make the cut, even though they would have 
been shoo-ins another year. This is a great problem to have. 

The next 30 pages will give you a great sense of 20165 
highs and lows, and it serves as опе hell of a buyer's guide 
if you're still playing catch-up. The top 50 has something for 
everyone, whether you're looking for high-octane blockbust- 
ers or reflective indies. These are our selections for the best 
50 games of 2016, ordered by release date. 















BLADE & SOUL 


Csoft's Blade & Soul excels at a critical aspect of the modern 

MMO: combat. With a frantic system of twitchy parries, dodg- 

es, and grapples, the combat draws upon aspects of fighting 
games and blows many other options out of the water. Great graph- 
ics, compelling combat, and plenty of options make Blade & Soul a 
top-tier experience. 





THE WITNESS 


rawing lines on grids might sound easy, but this elegant puzzle 
game turns that simple concept into a series of devious and re- 
warding challenges. From the mind of Jonathan Blow (Braid), 
The Witness plays with sounds, colors, shapes, and more to push 
your thinking in new directions. It doesn't hold your hand, so solv- 
ing a tough puzzle is especially satisfying. 


УТУ 
HEADLINES 


Consoles Get Mid- 
Generation Upgrades 
Sony and Microsoft released two 
new console upgrades this year, 
the PS4 Pro and Xbox One S, 
marking the first time both 
platforms delivered new hardware 
performance tiers for players. 


Pokémon Go 

Gets Weird 

The global Pokémon бо fervor 
led to consistent bizarre 
news headlines, such as two 
Canadians crossing the US. 
border inadvertently while 
fixated on the game. 
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No Man's Sky Brings 
Out The Pitchforks 
Once this highly anticipated game — SAG-AFTRA [Screen Actors Guild- 


hit the market, disappointment 
spread like wildfire. The resulting 
controversy left developer Hello 
Ватев Sean Murray facing 
several death threats. 





DARKEST DUNGEON 


ed Hook Studios’ roguelike dungeon crawler separates itself 

from the pack thanks to its clever affliction system. The longer 

you subject your party members to the horrors of a deceased 
relative's demon-plagued manor, the more the madness corrupts 
them. Some may grow bolder when coming face to face with pure 
evil, but most wilt. The war of attrition you fight to learn what hap- 
pened on these grounds is equal parts inhumane and riveting. 





XCOM 2 


he aliens in XCOM 2 are ready to tear your best-laid strategies 

apart and bury your team of trained soldiers six feet under. New 

weapons, powers, and soldier classes allow you to get the jump 
on XCOM 2's fierce new threats, but you also need clever tactics to 
overthrow our planet's overlords 












- =ч 
A SAG-AFTRA 97 
04 l— 


Voice Actors 
Picket Publishers 


Rockstar Divorce 

Gets Ugly 

Former Rockstar North president 
Leslie Benzies sued his former 
employers for $150 million in 
unpaid royalties. The GTA creators 
hastily filed a countersuit. The 
situation is currently unresolved 


American Federation of Television 
and Radio Artists) called for a 
strike against game publishers 
over royalties, strenuous vocal 
sessions, and job transparency. 





STREET FIGHTER V 


espite a botched launch, Street Fighter V is still this year's best 

fighter. While competitors stuck to roster updates or failed to 

meaningfully evolve, Capcom's latest changes fundamental 
aspects of the genre, such as the way chip damage could lead to in- 
evitable victories (or losses). Its online structure is also friendlier and 
its roster among the most diverse for its size, unafraid to shake up old 
favorites with new abilities. 





FIREWATCH 


eveloped by talent who worked on the first season of Telltale's 

The Walking Dead, Firewatchtakes a similar focus on narra- 

tive but discards grim post-apocalyptic fantasy for a paranoia- 
fueled story of heartbreak and loneliness. Though Firewatch lacks 
conventional gameplay like puzzles or action sequences, the grip- 
ping story packs enough of a punch to linger in our minds months 
after its release. 





PLANTS VS. ZOMBIES: 
GARDEN WARFARE 2 


verwatch dominated the hero-shooter conversation this year, 

but PopCap's PvZ offshoot shouldn't be forgotten. Featuring 

loads of unlockable characters, a wealth of cosmetics, and more 
missions than you can shake a zucchini at, Garden Warfare 2 is a 
great game for young shooters and multiplayer vets alike. 





Е хвох 
E фен 


Ў A E, P— “а w ою ж ^ 


Vivendi Encroaches TencentBuys Supercell Gambling Drama Microsoft Migrates Bethesda Silences 


On Ubisoft Tencents $8.6 billion acquisition YouTubers Tom Cassell and Trevor Xbox Опе Games To PC Day One Reviews 
Vivendi continues to buy up of the Clash of Clans developer is Martin drew ire Гог misleading The Play Anywhere initiative gifts Bethesda revealed it will only 
Ubisoft's stock in what many the largest in video game history. viewers in promotional videos а Windows 10 or Xbox One copy send its games to the media the 
perceive as а hostile takeover. Тһе Chinese company, which also ог gambling site CS: Lotto by of a game if bought on the other (ау before a title's launch day, 
Ubisoft says these moves are owns Riot Games and has а stake failing to disclose that they system. This effectively kills Xbox meaning consumers have no 
“unwelcome,” and wants to in Epic Games, will continue tobe ^ owned the operation. One console exclusives, much to meaningful criticism to turn to 
preserve its independence. а major player moving forward the chagrin of some owners. when the games go on sale. 
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FAR CRY PRIMAL 


bisoft may have pushed Far Cry's setting back to the Stone Age, 

but the open-world sandbox is as thrilling as ever. You may not 

have access to cars or rocket launchers, but controlling a pet 
sabre-toothed tiger – among other beasts – provides new ways to 
terrorize your enemies. Primal shows just how much flexibility the 
Far Cry structure has, and makes us excited to see what's next. 





FIRE EMBLEM FATES 


espite an exhaustingly perplexing release model that left players 

confused about which version of the game to buy, both Conquest 

and Birthright emerged as worthy successors to Awakening. 
Fates lets players bond with a giant cast of memorable characters 
before forcing them to make hard decisions in battle. Epic and often 
heartbreaking, you're in for a quality fusion of deep, strategic game- 
play and enthralling storytelling no matter which version you play. 





SUPERHOT 


uperhot makes the most out of its novel concept: Time only 
moves when you move. The first-person shooter/puzzle hybrid 
throws you in rooms filled with henchmen and forces you take 
them all on, using whatever is around you (katanas, guns, glass bottles) 
to get the job done. Though the story is too highfalutin for its own 
good, Superhot is still a small action gem. 





02 


Pokémon Со Becomes ^ Shooter Campaigns Overwatch Dominates Xbox Gets Back Final Fantasy XV Proves 
A Global Phenomenon Соте Back With A Bang Тһе Year On Track The Series Still Has Legs 
Whether you were a part of From the return of the Gears of War Amidst all the great shooters that — Sony dominated the first After a decade of development, 
the hordes running through series to impressive campaigns in hit in 2016, one stood out above couple of years of this console Final Fantasy XV finally released to 
parks at midnight or not, you Doom and Titanfall 2, 2016 gave the rest. With а diverse cast and generation, but Microsoft surged good reviews. That in itself is an 
witnessed the phenomenon that shooter fans plenty of stories to balanced gameplay, Overwatch back from the brink this year. For achievement for the long-runni 
transcended gaming and spilled enjoy after years of multiplayer- Бесате one of the most talked a stretch of four months, more На! Fantasy series, which has 
into the real world. centric offerings. about games in recent memory. Хох Ones were sold than PS4s. struggled in recent years. 
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SIMULATION 








Е... 
Small Devs Prove You 
Don't Need A Big Name 


Many big-name devs use 
Kickstarter to fund projects, but 


STARDEW VALLEY 


now and then a one-man indie developer reminds you that great games don't 

need huge teams and giant budgets. Eric Barone single-handedly created a delight- 

ful farming simulator that outdoes Harvest Moon at every turn. Whether you're 

planting crops, battling creatures in procedurally generated cave: ating void 

mayonnaise from the eggs of a demon chic Valley offers countless activitie 
that distract and entertain. 


The FTC Cracks Down Xbox Delivers On Devs Stop Splitting 
On Disclosure Backward Compatibility Player Bases 
FIC hardened its stance on pub- Delivering on its 2015 promise, In the past, big online games 


lishers and influencers disclosing Microsoft bolstered its library of | charged money for new maps. In 


in 2016 we saw acclaimed games when they have financial relation- Xbox 360 games on Xbox One in 2016, games like Overwatch and 


like Hyper Light Drifter, Owiboy, 
and Stardew Valley spawn from 
small, unknown studios as well. 


ships. Now they must reveal when 2016. The line-up boasts over 300 — Titanfall2 did away with that 
a positive opinion from a popular ННев including BioShock, Mass practice to avoid splitting the 
YouTuber is paid for. Effect, and Red Dead Redemption. — player base. 





Holiday Events Draw 
The Masses 

Whether it was the Olympics 
event in Overwatch or the 
Halloween event in Pokémon Go, 
developers gave players plenty of 
excuses to dive back in to games 
they love with free new content. 
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THE DIVISION 


its post-release content inconsistent. But The Division is still 
a worthwhile engagement thanks to its interesting narrativ 
strong cooperative infrastructure, and bold design choices like the 
Dark Zone PvP space. The Clancy-themed 
shooter ultimately had an up and down year, but once it fixed the 
loot loop with patch 1.4 the game found its sweet spot. 


MOBILE/HANDHELD , M assive's shared-world shooter is bleak, its enemies spongy, and 


CLASH ROYALE 


сіогу and the agony of defeat like Clash К The qui 

hit PvP mobile game combines elements from MOBAs, tower 
defense, and collectible card games to deliver addicting, well-bal- 
anced gameplay centered on strategic troop placement and resourci 
management. Even with its undesirable pay-to-win elements, Clash 
Royale is one of the top games of the year. 


N 0 game makes us bounce back and forth between the rush of 


SALT AND SANCTUARY 


and Salt and Sanctuary maintains the reputation for quality 

Borrowing liberally from Castlevania: Symphony of the Night 
and Dark Souls in equal measures, th allenging fan- 
tasy adventure drips with gothic charm and rewards careful, delib- 
erate battlers. 


S а Studios is known for its dark themes and precision control 
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aunches With Nintendo Abandons Bad PC Ports Marketplace Overflow | Tone-Deaf Marketir 
A Dud Wii U Ports like Dishonored 2 and Deus Оп Steam, iOS In 2016 many marketing 
Virtual reality is supposed to With the Switch coming soon, this Ех Mankind Divided continued a Good news: There are more games ^ campaigns brazenly went 
be a bold, medium-changing maligned console is nearing death. disturbing trend where PC players than ever before thanks to digital ^ against the spirit of their 
experience. So far, all VR has Nintendo hardly released any wait while developers scramble markets. Bad news: From the products, like the grim and 
offered is expensive headsets Wii U games in 2018 to entertain о patch the many holes riddling poorly devised to the straight-up moving Battlefield T's tacky 
and small game libraries made е relatively small number of  full-priced games. broken, its never been easier to — sjustworldwarlthings content 
mostly of tech demas. consumers who owned it. drown па sea of bad games. stream on social media. 
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HYPER LIGHT DRIFTER 


VIRTUAL REALITY 
without the aid of anotable game designer. Best of all, the team of 


unknowns delivered. The resultis а nostalgic, challenging action 
xperience with an amazing soundtrack from Disasterpeace set in a 
mysterious open world that never wastes time with unnecessary text. 


| | yper Light Drifter is a Kickstarter project that earned funding 


CHRONOS 


dominated by quick, one-off experiences that play with potential, 

but not much else. Chronos is the rare VR game that isn't just a 
small sampling of what VR could be. It crosses the exploration of 
Zelda with the challenge and combat of Dark Souls and uses virtual 
reality to bring its world to life. It represents what virtual reality is, 
not just what it could be. 


| n this early learning period for virtual reality, the platform is 
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Comcept Blows Its Disney NES Classic Shortages _Battleborn Flops Street Fighter V 
rst Releases Development Once again Nintendo neglected to — Gearbox's character-roster Struggles At Launch 
Kejii Inafune's studio had a lot Though Disney Infinity had ship out enough units of a highly focused MOBA/shooter was At launch Street Fighter V was 


of potential, Unfortunately, both declining sales, we were shocked coveted product, meaning people riddled with bugs and had a dull — essentially an unfinished game, 
Mighty No. 9 and ReCore turned when Disney abruptly pulled out һай to pay scalpers up to $250 campaign, making it one of the — lacking several important modes. 


out to be lackluster titles. of game development entirely, for the $60 NES Classic if they few disappointing shooters of It improved омет the course of the 
shutting down Avalanche wanted one for the holidays. the year. year thanks to content updates from 
Software in the process. Capcom, but it was an ugly start. 
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DARK SOULS III 


SONY GAME 
ACTION 


catalog, revisiting some of the famous characters and places that 


|) ark Souls Ш is a greatest hits of From Software's action/RPG 


fans have come to obsess about over th 
rience in those dark fantasy worlds is necessar 
the series is designed to challenge players, this is the most accessible 
entry yet, packed with epic bosses and bizarre, beautiful backdrops. 


athan Drake's farewell tour delivers fireworl 
ly and through gameplay design. 


UNCHARTED 4: 
ATHIEF’S END 


both narrative- 
Drake uncovers pirate 


secrets lost to the world, we get to know him, his family, and 


| what he's sacrificing in the pursuit of treasure. Naughty Dog 


spares no details in bringing this adventure to life, from cities ex- 
ploding under heavy cannon fire to the smallest of details in facial 
expressions. Uncharted 4: A Thief's End continually delivers that 
“wow” factor, and concludes with a fitting sendoff that closes the door 
on Drake's adventuring, but leaves the door wide open for another 
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Turning The Tables 
(INSIDE) 

Many moments from Inside could 
make this list, but the surprising 
“twist” at the end of the game 
left our jaws open for hours and 
had us discussing Inside's deeper 
meaning for days. 
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The Love Letter 
Epilogue 

(UNCHARTED 4: A THIEF'S END) 
Uncharted 4's end looks back at 
Drake's antics in a playful yet 
emotionally charged way. As it 
wrapped we had a tear in our eye 
and a smile on our face. 


to take his place. 


Getting 
The Gan 
(OVERWATCH) 

Everyone has stories of amazing 
victories in Overwatch, but 
nothing feels better than when 
the game acknowledges how your 
actions tured the tide of battle. 








Making New 
Connections 

(POKEMON со) 

Niantic's AR app drove gamers 
onto the street where we shared 
stories and lips with strangers, 
helping blend games with reality 
to a degree never before seen. 








EN 


Capturing Systemic 
Racism 

(MAFIA III) 

The fear, paranoia, and bigotry 
of Mafia II's version of 1960s 
America provided powerful social 
commentary that few games 
have ever dared explore. 
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Exploring The 
Clockwork Mansion 
(DISHONORED 2) 

Inventor Kirin Jindosh's 
engineering wonder mesmerized 
us as every room transformed 
before our eyes with the simple 
flip of a switch. 





PEL. = 
Effect And Cause 
(TITANFALL 2) 

Halfway through this cam- 
paign, Respawn surprised us 
with a new time-bending 
mechanic that opened up а 
clever new set of platforming 
and combat challenges. 


DOOM 


remarkable return to form. Sacrificing modern genre conventions 
like cover-ba: 
do what the seri 


| d Software's reboot of the godfather of first-person shooters is а 
4 gameplay and weapon reloads allows Doom to 
has always done best - deliver pulse-pounding, 
blood-soaked action that leaves its players white-knuckled after 
each frantic encounter. It's a shame the multiplayer and Snap Map 
creation suite can't keep pace with the stellar campaign, because this 
could have been a game of the year contender. 





Outbreak Prime Quest 
(DESTINY: RISE OF IRON) 

The journey to unlock the Outbreak 
Prime pulse rifle reached а 

new high as the entire Destiny 
community worked together to 
decipher the clues behind this 
massive ARG-like quest. 
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A Clutch Survival 
(DARKEST DUNGEON) 
The affliction system in this 
Lovecraftian RPG breaks most 
characters, but sometimes when 
things look dire a hero suddenly 
steels in the face of doom and 
pulls out an improbable victory. 
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Rebuilding The 
Community Center 
(STARDEW VALLEY) 

Through hard work alone, you 
bring a derelict building (and this 
small farming town] back to life. 
This center is a representation of 
your mastery over the land. 
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OVERWATCH 


May 24 | PS4 + Xbox One „РС 


n a year packed with great shooters, Blizzard's approach to the 

team-based competitive shooter stands out from the rest of the 

pack. Lacking a single-player campaign and going all-in on a 

multiplayer experience, Overwatch brilliantly polishes, perfects, 
and brings to the spotlight the semi-niche style of game we've seen 
before with classics like Team Fortress 2. Featuring rich, memorable 
characters, witty dialogue that's grown into powerful meme-fodder, 
and colorful backdrops, Overwatch serves a blank slate for players 
to create their own epic experiences every time they queue up for a 
match. How successful is Blizzard's formula for a first-person shooter? 
More than 20 million players have already played the game. 

Perhaps the most exciting aspect of Overwatch is that it's truly a 
game for everyone. While the skill ceiling varies greatly from charac- 
ter to character and competent teamwork is essential to win matches 
at higher levels of play, Overwatch is a game almost anyone from any 
gaming background can enjoy. Even those who actively dislike the 
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genre may find themselves drawn to the lovable characters and many 
unique styles of play. The game is not steeped in narrative or lore, but 
Blizzard’s accompanying videos do a great job highlighting characters 
and their world. Entrenched fandom seemed to spring up overnight, 
featuring everything from comics to cosplay, and the "Play of the 
Game" feature has filtered into wider internet and meme culture. 
Whether you go into a game aiming to blast opponents down with 
Reaper's twin shotguns, blink around the battlefield as Tracer, or 
simply set up shop with Torbjórn and defend an important choke- 
point, each character has a playstyle and flavor all their own. The 
differences amount to much more than a weapon loadout. Maybe 
you like being on the front lines protecting teammates and knock- 
ing down opponents with Reinhardt’s shield. Maybe flying around 
the battlefield as Mercy and healing your teammates, providing a 
clutch resurrection that alters the course of the game is more your 
style. These cohesive character packages give players weapons to 


master, abilities to experiment with, and an ultimate move that can 
change the course of an entire match if executed well. Skill caps let 
players immediately understand and execute attacks and abilities, but 
allow seasoned players to use the same abilities in different, masterful 
ways. Mei's wall is an obvious tool for shutting down enemy attacks ог 
preventing movement through a chokepoint, but it can also be used to 
move your entire team over a pitfall in a map or position your gunner 
in an advantageous position in a split second. Once you're comfort- 
able with some of the archetypal characters and classes, there's lots 
more for you to discover with newer characters like Ana and Sombra. 
Changing characters is almost like changing RPG classes, and doing so 
can provide valuable insight to understanding and dealing with char- 
acters when you find yourself facing them. 

After each match, Overwatch continues its accessibility push by 
eliminating "Kill-Death-Assist" culture via a streamlined post-screen 
that highlights a multitude of achievements from players, such as 
the leading medics, damage deliverers, or skillshot experts. You can't 
force people to engage in teamwork, but you can make it more desir- 
able by offering shout-outs for “correct” behavior that encourage peo- 
ple to play important roles like tanking or support. 

Overwatch stands above the fray with another element of the game 
as well: a consumer approach to post-release support. Many full- 
priced shooters continue to release packed with microtransactions, 
season passes, and paid DLC. Overwatch offers new maps, characters, 
and modes absolutely free. Yes, Overwatch features microtransac- 
tions for loot boxes, but these only contain cosmetic gear for charac- 
ters like Halloween costumes. This feels like a great solution, as the 
community isn't split when new maps hit and won't have to shell out 
cash to play new characters. But if you want some extra chances а that 
cool skin or voice pack, you can buy some boxes. Players also acquire 
these loot boxes naturally just by playing the game (albeit at a slow 
and random drip), with more available each week from the game's 
Arcade mode, encouraging players to try out 1v1, 3v3, and other game 
modes outside of the norm. 





Many titles today look for a strong eSports connection with their 
games from launch, scenes that can take years to manifest through 
balancing, attracting pro players, tools that support streaming and 
broadcasting, and attention-grabbing prize pools. Competitive mode 
lets any player or team get right in and start climbing the ladder, but 
the Overwatch League and Overwatch World Cup have already put 
Overwatch on the map as a serious eSports contender in its first year 
of release. Whether you have dreams of playing on the world stage 
with fierce competitors and giant prize purses or you're just looking 
to gaze in awe as amazing plays happen live during huge streaming 
tournaments, a healthy eSports and competitive scene is already here 
and growing fast. 

Overwatch gives players the tools they need to make each match a 
unique thrill and then steps back and lets players make the battle come 
together. From small moments like pulling a friend out of the thick 
of combat to bigger game-altering plays when you land an ultimate 
in just the right place at just the right time, each match is a string of 
compelling experiences that come together to create a gaming master- 
piece that easily won our 2016 Game of the Year award. 
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TOTAL WAR: WARHAMMER 


ranchise feeling the fatigue of a never-ending deluge of axes, зл 
1 swords, and trebuchets gets an amazing jolt of energy 


Warhammer franchise. The mash-up allowed Creative As 
to add flying, magic, and all things fantasy to the mix. While histori- 
cal purists may scoff at the series taking a new tack, it's awinning com- 
bination that satisfies strategy fans and Warhammer enthusiasts. 


THE WITCHER 3: WILD HUNT — 
BLOOD AND WINE 


at the helm. Set in the breathtaking Toussaint, the massive е: 

pansion gets creative with new monsters and twisted fairy tales 
Memorable side quests and improvements to the interface and game- 
play are just a bonus to the adrenaline rush of battles and plot twists 
once again proving why CD Projekt Red is one of the best in the genre. 


В lood and Wine provides a satisfying final adventure with Geralt 
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Trico Nathan Drake Lincoln Clay Delilah E3N 

(THE LAST GUARDIAN) (UNCHARTED 4 (МАНАШ) (FIREWATCH) (AL oF DUTY 

Trico feels alive in a way no. He isn't just a wise-cracking A revenge tale only works You never actually meet Delilah, INFINITE WARFARE) 

gaming character has before. treasure hunter; Drake's values ‘when you sympathize with but her radio conversations paint | Robotic companions can be 

Subtle animations and behaviors апи priorities drive the story the hero. Lincoln's tragic tale a vivid picture. She's flawed cliché, but not E3N. With a sense 

forge a unique bond with players - of his last big adventure, with and righteous cause make it and complicated, which is what of humor and an ability to inspire 

all without saying a word. family bonds at the center. satisfying to be on his side. makes her so believable. compassion, this isn't your 


typical Al. buddy. 
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PLATFORMING 


INSIDE 


ever deeper inside a nightmare of conformity and te nd each new obstacle is 
ranger than the last. A deep and affecting journey filled with wonder, Inside is one 
of the most thematically complex releases in this impressive year of game launches. 


) laydead's follow-up to Limbo was well worth the long wait. A young boy descends 
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The Penguin Tracer Paul Serene King Graham Ancestor 

(TELLTALE'S BATMAN) (OVERWATCH) (QUANTUM BREAK) (KING'S QUEST) (DARKEST DUNGEON) 

Say goodbye to the squat and Given the vast ensemble, singling Aiden Gillen's performance as Аѕ his past and present collide, Ніз Lovecraftian language sets 
squawking Penguin you knew. о just one Overwatch character — Paul Serene is excellent, but players see all sides of King a dark tone, but your ancestor is 
Telltales unique depiction of this is tricky. Tracer is iconic, and her Пе also had great material. Graham: his awkward youth, more than a detached narrator. 
villain sets its vision of Batman's moves showcase what makes Sympathetic villains always benevolent rule, and the touching Не presence looms constantly as 
universe apart. the game unique. result in better confrontations. moments in between. you delve into madness. 
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POKEMON GO 


ou could not avoid the reach of Pokémon Go in 2016. It was 
everywhere, in the most literal sense. The game accomplished 
mething many assumed interactive entertainment would 
never be able to do - get players to go outside. Developer Niantic 
gained many outspoken n while struggling with technical 
issues and questionable game mechanics, but the phenomenon left 
an indelible mark on the year. 


BATMAN: THE TELLTALE SERIES 


n spite of a weak start, Telltale's take on the Bat has emerged as 
one of the more interesting interpretations of the character, fo- 
cusing on Wayne's crumbling psyche and relationships as a new 
villain rises to burn Gotham to the ground. Telltale's retooling of 
classic characters like Harvey Dent and the Penguin, as well as сег- 
plot twists, make this one of the most unique Batman 
stories in the last few years as well as one of the best adventure 
games to be released this year. 


(FINAL FANTASY XV) 
Even while being surrounded 

by dorks on the dorkiest of road 
trips through a world teeming 
with dorks, Prompto is still an 
embarrassing dork. You're better 
off sticking to selfies. 
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(FAR CRY PRIMAL) 
Whether he's jumping off a cliff 
with a fistful of feathers or 
masking his scent from bears 
with honey, Urki's experiments 
will make you facepalm your 
bulging Neanderthal brow. 





(WORLD OF FINAL FANTASY) 
Do you like the-characters 

with speech impedi-the-ments 
that the-constantly interrupt 
conversations with inane the- 
quips? Then Tama is for the-you! 


OVERCOOKED 


he stakes are high in Ghost Town Games’ frantic co-op cooking 

game - if you and your team of up to four chefs can't prepare 

increasingly complicated orders in time, your culinary failings 
may bring about the apocalypse! Thanks to shifting kitchens that 
wouldn't pass OSHA scrutiny, Overcooked's action requires deft 
communication and task-management skills 
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GHTER V) 
Ever wondered how a gas 
station's wavy tube man would 
fare in Street Fighter? FANG is 
your man. His soprano-pitched 
insults are impossible to take 
seriously, just like the rest of him. 


(POKEMON SUN & MOON) в 
Sometimes outfits speak louder 
than words — like when you're а 
hip-hop tryhard peddling pocket 
monsters. We're not sure what 
the opposite of Team Skull is, but 
that’s the team we're on. 





MADDEN NFL 17 


% ood football teams have strong offensive and defensive lines, 
and the same is true for Madden 17. The fluid way the two lines 
Я interact helps the Xs and Os come alive, a situation also aided by 
defenses’ improved coverages. Going hand-in-hand with such f 
ball wonkery is totally reworked audio commentary, which makes a 
huge difference in enjoying the spectacle. 


THE TURING TEST 


gned to study human behavior. Sound familiar? While shar- 

ing many similarities to Portal, The Turing Test finds a unique 
footing in its puzzle solutions, which all require lateral thinking, 
and its fascinating exploration of the meaning of life for both 
humans and A.I. beings. This journey is fun, intelligent, and ends 
with a shocking choice that supports everything you've done and 
learned up to this point. 


\ n ominous A.L entity has created a series of puzzle rooms de- 


NO MAN'S SKY 


expectations, no game garnered more controversy in 2016 than 

No Man’s Sky. But the online furor didn't stop half of our office 
from devoting dozens of hours to Hello Games’ intergalactic space 
romp, or trading daily stories of our latest escapades on strange 
alien worlds. If it's any consolation to the haters, the other half of 
the office still thinks we're crazy. 


T hanks tosome unrealized developer goals and out-of-this-world 
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Wrenc Uncle Grippy Toad Fr t God-Ki d Ren 
Even in a game full of annoying Slippy is the lamest pilot in Fox's ^ Sometimes you root for the dork. The biggest threat this self- Веп a member of the Redheaded 
millennials, Wrench's emote- fleet, and his affliction is genetic. With an extra 16 years under his proclaimed God King poses is to Bedwetters and is a blonde, so 
spamming electric goggles help Рипа Slippy in charge of his belt, Frank West's dad jokes are Ње English language. Skovald’s you know how he got into the 
this angsty hacktivist stand out. — company's security suggests more groan-worthy than ever, marble-mouthed delivery makes Бапа. His awkward crush on Nona, 
Here's hoping his robot "Wrench Grippy Toad isn't just а big orange апа we couldn't be happier. He's Conan the Barbarian sound like a | love of games, and werewolf 
Jr.” is programmed for patricide. dork - he's also an idiot. covered wars, ya know! master orator. phobia all scream classic dork. 
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PC GAME 
MMO 


WORLD OF WARCRAFT: LEGION 


fter suffering content droughts in its last two expansions, World of Warcraft returns 


in a big way with Legion. Classic characters, a relentless enemy, and throwbacks to 
i the best experiences from the game's history take center stage as players develop leg- 

endary artifact weapons in a continually developing endgame. World quests, mythic 
dungeons, and a smattering of other activities make Legion an amazing MMO choice for 
players ranging from incredibly casual to the hardest of the hardcore. 





TORIO PUBLISHERS 





= Microsoft’ 
s Studios 
02 04 -— j; 
Activision h а (L/Y: в) e-Two (1/ү:7) Electronic Arts (1/ү: 9) Microsoft (L/v: 4) 
(LAST YEAR: 2) What Bethesda lacked in quantity, — Battleborn and Mafia Ш had some Тһе Mirror's Edge Catalyst flop Gears of War 4, Forza Horizon 3, 
Combine Blizzard's line-up it made up for in quality. The Doom problems, but NBA 2K17 shined, once again proved EA succeeds and Dead Rising 4 all met 
(Overwatch, World of Warcraft: reboot put the seminal shooter Firaxis delivered two strategy the most when it sticks to the expectations, offsetting the 
Legion, Hearthstone expansions) back on the map, and Arkane’s hits, and Rockstar continued its script of pumping out high-quality middling Quantum Break and 
with Activision's (Call of Duty, craftsmanship raised Dishonored 2 impressive service of Grand Theft | shooters (Titanfall 2, Battlefield 1, | disappointing ReCore. Killer Instinct 
Destiny), and the gaming goliath is о the top of the stealth action pile Auto Online. Рм: Garden Warfare 2] and sports also had a strong third season. 
а slam dunk for the top spot. this generation. games (FIFA 17, Madden NFL 17). 
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PICROSS 3D ROUND 2 


icross 3D is a DS classic, and while simply offering more puzzles 

would have been an acceptable way to satiate fans, Round 2 

takes the mechanics forward with new color-coded wrinkles. 
This true Picross 3D sequel features enough puzzles to keep you 
playing for a long time, all doled out in a way where the difficulty 
ebbs and flows in a consistently engaging way. 
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PRO EVOLUTION SOCCER 2017 


he PES series is known for solid gameplay, and 2017 takes that 

component to another league. The controls are responsive with- 

out being clunky, and ће A.I. (including refs and keepers) is 
smarter. So smart that controlling them with the new tactics makes 
you feel brilliant. With gameplay brimming with possibilities and an 
improving career mode, PES 2017 is the best game in the series and 
a must-play. 





PHOENIX WRIGHT: ACE ATTORNEY — 
SPIRIT OF JUSTICE 


he Ace Attorney series has always triumphed in balancing an en- 
gaging storyline with unique puzzle-solving mechanics, and this 
newest entry is no exception. Spirit of Justice introduces you to 
the new setting of Khura'in, a kingdom on the verge of rebellion and 
ruled by a deceptive monarchy. With its many cameos and callbacks 
to past titles in the series, Spirit of Justice's blend of goofiness, enjoy- 
able puzzles, and earnest storytelling should not be missed. 





(©) = 
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Ubisoft (L/Y:10) Square Enix (L/Y:6) Sony (лев) Nintendo (үз) Capcom (L/Y: N/A) 
With The Division, Watch Dogs 2 Getting Final Fantasy back on Naughty Dog's Uncharted 4: Nintendo sorely lacked support Capcom sneaks into the list 
Far Cry Primal, and Steep, Ubisoft аск was the biggest win of AThiefs End was the undisputed for the Wii U (Paper Mario: thanks to righting the ship with 
had a solid-ifnot-spectacular year. 2016 for Square, but its lineup champion of a PS4 lineup that Соог Splash was the only one Street Fighter V, Monster Hunter 
Its continued support of Rainbow еп much deeper with Deus Ex: also included MLB The Show 18, — we recommend) but the 305 Generations, and Phoenix Wright: 
Six Siege also showed the company Mankind Divided, The Turing Test, The Last Guardian, and Ratchet һай some strong titles led by Ace Attorney ~ Spirit of Justice. 
can adopt wider models. Dragon Quest Builders, Hitman, | 8 Clank. Pokemon Sun & Moon and Fire 

and World of Final Fantasy. Emblem Fates. 
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SPORTS 


NBA 2K17 


trumping all the competition in the sports genre. 

NBA 2Ki7 improves on the series' stellar modes, MyCareer and 

УСМ, while showcasing best-in-class gameplay and presentation 

With a bevy of customization and realistic interactions, it's as close 

as you can get to feeling like you're on the court, setting up someone 
in Lob City. 


ү isual Concepts proves it's still at the top of its game with another 


340 Ibs 


TOMIO DEVELOPERS 8 





FIFA 17 


EA Canada deftly handled the debut of The Journey, making us 

want more. Its story is dramatic without being overly so, puts 
you at the center of the action, and features well-done voice acting. 
This new mode presents another way to play a series anchored by 
improving gameplay; the more physical player interactions is this 
year's standout accent 


$ tory modes don’t always fare well in sports games, but developer 
a 


RACING 


FORZA HORIZON 3 


Horizon 3 makes a trip to Australia a riot. The events range 

from intense street races against elite tuner cars to ridiculous 
competitions that pit your car against speedboats, blimps, and even 
a jeep dangling beneath a cargo helicopter. Forza Horizon 3 is a 
beautiful game that continually spits out content and new cars. It 
isn't just a highpoint for the Horizon brand, but Forza as a whole. 


W ith a stronger focus on high-flying, arcade racing, Forza 








| Т = 
01 02 03 | Кош 4 05 
Blizzard Supercell Firaxis Naughty Dog CD Projekt Red 
Making the Game of the Year How good of a year did the Clash Тһе strategy kings dropped Sony's flagship studio sent off The Polish studio continued to 
is accomplishment enough, of Clans studio have? It launched two must-play turn-based affairs hero Nathan Drake in grand build off its 2015 game of the year 
but Blizzard also revamped its megahit Clash Royale and was this year with XCOM 2 and fashion with an unforgettable with several free content drops, a 
legendary MMO and continued acquired by Tencent for a cool Civlization VI. adventure that revealed the patch that improved the inventory 


to improve both Hearthstone and | $8.6 billion. 


Heroes of the Storm. 
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treasure hunter's past and future. — system, and the fantastic Blood 


and Wine expansion. 


DESTINY: RISE OF IRON 


У uardians continue to flock to Bungie's ever-growing shared-world 

shooter. The fall expansion tells the story of Destiny's legendary 

Я iron Lords, but also broadens the competitive playground with 

custom matches, introduces tons of new gear to chase, and includes 
one of the most complex community puzzles in gaming history. 


and its town-building elements add ding layer of customi 
tion to the action/RPG. Players who need a break from the lengthy 
campaign can build and share their own creations, 100. 
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Arkane Studios 


Dishonored 2 grabbed headlines 
for its amazing supernatural 
powers and fantastic stealth 
gameplay, but world-building 
craftsmanship may be the 
studio's biggest strength. 


Playdead 
The Danish studio behind Limbo 
struck gold again with the 
haunting platformer Inside, whose 
vague ending sent players to the 
internet in droves to speculate 
about what had just happened. 





One-man band Eric Barone nat 
only made a compelling Farming 
and town simulator with Stardew 
Valley, he brought it to three 
platforms and improved it with 
big, free updates. 


MICROSOFT GAME 


GEARS OF WAR 4 


ith a new developer, a new cast, and a new threat, Gears of 
W War 4 takes the franchise in exciting new directions. While the 

game relies on more familiar themes than originally billed 
Gears of War 4 still provides fans with one of the most exhilarat- 
ing campaigns the series has ever seen, a suite of fun multiplayer 
modes both old and new, and a robust, highly customizable take on 
the series’ mainstay Horde mode. 
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The Coalition 

Gears vet Rod Fergusson proved 
his new studio was up to the 
task of absolving the past sins 
the franchise made and taking it 
boldly into the future. 





Square Enix BD2 
Retooling Final Fantasy for a 

new generation of gamers Was 

a time-consuming affair, but a 
few questionable decisions aside, 
we feel Hajime Tabata's team 

got it right. 
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STRATEGY 


he latest offering in the lauded franchise shows Firaxis isn't afraid to keep the high 


compl 


ity and serious strategy that define the series as core elements moving for- 


ward. With new ways to build cities, rewards for various objectives that make the 


gameplay more dynamic, and systems of government that let you customiz 


your rule 


down to incredibly specific elements, the strategy series is once again at the top of its game. 


TORIO GAMES AS SERVICES 
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The king of the MOBA ring 
continues to add new characters, 
content, and other fun things for 
players on a consistent basis. 


Dota 25 free-to-play model offers 
everything to players outside of 
cosmetics absolutely free, and 
with an earth-shaltering 700 
patch in 2016, it’s basically а 
brand new game. 


52 





03 
Hearthstone is still shaking up 
the saturated digital card game 
scene with wacky new cards, 


huge competitive events, and 
fun modes. 











Even though it's Overwatch's 
first year in the wild, Blizzard 
continues to pump out signifi- 
cant content for free, and the 
only microtransactons are 
purely cosmetic. 


Guns, guns, guns, and knives. 
Custom gear and a huge 
competitive scene keep this 
core PC shooter relevant each 
and every year. 


BATTLEFIELD 1 


ith nearly every other major shooter embracing sci-fi set- 

tings, DICE finds great success turning back the clock. The gor- 

geous and devastating World War I setting, a recommitment 
to destructibility, and focus on weapon quality over quantity makes 
Battlefield 1 the best multiplayer game in the series since Bad 
Company 2. Even the campaign is interesting, which isn't always 
the case with a Battlefield game. 


/ | 
TITANFALL 2 


espawn sought to fix the ills of its first multiplayer game by 

adding a single-player campaign and tightening an already 

fantastic competitive experience. Instead of being the tacke 
on single-player mode players feared it would be, the campaign is 
one of the most enjoyable first-person shooter experiences in years, 
letting players both zip across the battlefield and stomp around in 
their own giant robot as they try to save the universe. Zany and con- 
stantly delivering memorable sequences, Titanfall 2 is simply one of 
the best games of the year. 


CALL OF DUTY: INFINITE WARFARE 


nfinity Ward took up the Call of Duty mantle once again after 

the lackluster Ghosts to try and bring the series back in a big way. 

Channeling Battlestar Galactica and Mass Effect, Infinite Warfare 
sets itself apart with a much better-paced narrative, interstellar dog- 
fights, and gun battles in zero gravity. The changes remind players 
why Call of Duty remains one of the biggest series of the industry. 


OWLBOY 


superb mashup of Zelda and twin-stick shooters, Owlboy has a 
charming pixelated look and bursts at the seams with character. 
The mix of exploration and combat works beautifully, and every 
boss fight challenges you to think about your tools in new ways. Its 
cast is equal parts fun and interesting, and the world is filled with 
small touches that make it stand out in a sea of retro homages. 





06 | = 18 ; 10 
With a massive reinvigoration to Bungie's space odyssey тау The heist never ends thanks to While it may have faltered Grinding Gear Games’ loot-driven 
the game this year, WoW is back һауе gamers more interested ina а steady stream of content in at launch in 2015, Siege's dark fantasy keeps adding more 
in a big way after 12 years. The sequel right now, but Rise of Iron 2016 that included biker gangs, competitive team-based and more customization to the 
MMORPG that made the genre and several smaller events still stunt races, and a huge black experience continued to add formula with a free-to-play model 
mainstream still has it. gave players experiences to enjoy market expansion for enterprising players, and the stream of that’s about as good as it gets. 
in this polished pseudo-MMO. criminal syndicates. new operators and maps kept 


mainstays around. 
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WATCH DOGS 2 


revels in its enticing open-world setting of San Francisco, where 

you take on the role of the young hacker Marcus Holloway. With 
a godlike ability to digitally mess with ped nd city infra- 
structure on a large scale, Watch Dogs 2 is both lighthearted and 
enjoyable, as you expose corporate and government corruption in 
grandiose way 


L earning much from the flaws of its predecessor, Watch Dogs 2 


DISHONORED 2 


om one of two well-developed protagonists and then determine 

how they're going to shape the world: through violence or pa 
fism. Though the sequel doesn't quite escape the looming shadow of 
its predecessor, it has more than enough standout moments (one level 
taking place in a labyrinthine, shifting mansion is awe-inspiring) to 
make it stand strong in a year jam-packed with quality title 


|) ishonored 2 is a quality revenge story that lets players choose 


POKEMON SUN & MOON 


but for Nintendo games in general. It tretch beyond 

commercial sales howev it f some of the biggest 
changes the series has seen. You're still exploring a world from the 
overhead perspective and throwing Poké Balls at wild monsters, but 
Sun & Moon feels different in worthwhile ways, making it one of the 
best Pokémon games yet. 


р okémon Sun & Moon set sales records not just for the franchise, 
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Ratchet & Clank Odin Sphere Leifthrasir Call Of Duty: Modern Duke Nukem 3D: The Elder Scrolls V: 
Insomniac's revisitation Leifthrasir changed mechanics Warfare Remastered 20th Anniversary World Skyrim - Special Edition 
is the perfect example of to make it the Odin Sphere game Modern Warfare improved the Gearbox brought back the original Опе of the defining games of the 
Te-experiencing а game as you it was always meant to be, visvals dramatically, brought team to make new content, new previous generation returned with 
remember it, as opposed to how it міні somehow making the the game back online, and music, and re-record dialogue |. improved visuals and console 
truly was. It felt like the original already gorgeous visuals even even added some features that with Duke's original voice actor. support for the many impressive 
game with all the improved more beautiful. wouldn't show up in Call of Duty (Кв also a sharp high-definition mods created by the community 
mechanics of the sequels. until later entries. port of the old-school shooter. іп the last five years. 
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FINAL FANTASY XV 


expect, but Final Fantasy XV succeeds most in its experimenta- 

tion. A more personal story about four friends on a road trip keeps 
the narrative grounded, and the open world and real-time combat 
give the journey life. Not every risk pays off, but Final Fantasy 
injects new energy into this long-running series. 


| t still has the swords, magic, and summoned monsters that fans 


R lent Evil О 

HD Remaster 

Continuing Capcom's RE 
emastering project, 0 featured 
improved textures, а new wide- redrawn art, remixed audio, 
screen mode, improved controls, алй improved controls. You can 
and the opportunity to play as the ^ also switch back to the original 
series’ badass іп Wesker Mode. version at any time. 


Day Of The Tentacle 
Remastered 

Double Fine brought new life 
to this adventure classic with 


Master Of Orion 

Master of Orion takes the original 
game's core mechanics and 
rebuilds them into something that НО, and offered the first chance 
looks brand new, but feels like 
the original 4X innovator. 


DEAD RISING 4 


most recent entry in the long-running series, Capcom Vancouver 
to where it all began: Willamette, Colorado. A new 
breed of zombie is on the verge of a major outbreak, in an adventure 
‘ound the town's mall. Fortunately, Frank hasn't 
sense of humor, 


F 'ank West came home again, just in time for the holidays. In the 


THE LAST GUARDIAN 


the new title from creator Fumito Ueda is an artistic adven- 
ture that was worth the wait. The Last Guardian focuses on the 
touching bond between a boy and a mythological beast; the с 
ture's lifelike behaviors are captivating, and the 
immersed through the emotional highs and lows of the journey. 


D rrowing elements from both Ico and Shadow of the Colossus, 





* 
4 L 10 
BioShock Collection 
The PC version stumbled some- 
what, but overall this package 
serves as a great collection 
of some of the most impactful 
games of the last decade. 


he Legend Of Zelda 
ight Princess HD 
Twilight Princess looks great in 





to play the motion-control-free 
GameCube version of the game 
in widescreen. 
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()2 Overwatch 
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()3 No Man's Sky 

()4 Overwatch 
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10 Clash Royale 
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» Platform 
PS4 + Xbox One «РС 
» Style 

1-Player Action 
(8-Player Online) 

» Publisher 
Ubisoft 


» Developer 
Ubisoft Montreal 


For Honor 


Heads will roll 





game For Honor has shared the 
spotlight over the past couple 
of years as one of the publisher's 
more intriguing emerging proper- 
ties alongside the likes of Steep. The 
game takes place in a fantastical 
world where vikings, samurai, and 
medieval knights all happen to occupy 
the same continent, which sounds like 
a war historian's dream come true. 
1 recently spent a few hours with its 
single-player and multiplayer modes 
to see how the game is shaping up 
before its release. 

Ubisoft has kept a tight lid on the 
single-player campaign since the 
game's announcement, trickling out 
small details and eventually revealing 


bisoft's melee-centered action 


you play as all three factions. A brief 
trailer | watched before my demonstra- 
tion explained the set-up: an unnamed, 
powerful female knight wants to usher 
in a great age of war, so she pits the 
factions against each other, manipulat- 
ing them into fighting. You play as spe- 
cific characters in each faction during 
this conspiracy. 

1 played through two levels of the 
single-player campaign. The first cast 
me as a viking taking revenge on 
another group of Scandinavian war- 
riors for pillaging and slaughtering an 
entire village. The combat in the single- 
player functions much like it does in 
multiplayer: You take on combatants 
with weapons like spears, swords, 
and axes, and have to learn when to 





block, attack, or grab your opponent. 
Instead of playing out like а hack ‘п’ 
slash game, For Honor is much more 
tactical, requiring you to learn enemy 
stances and attack speeds, knowing 
the strengths and weaknesses of your 
characters. For example, if you have 

a light, speedy character, it's better to 
dodge around attacks than block them, 
as your stamina won't hold up under a 
heavy unit's barrage of blows. 

In single-player, the enemy units are 
much weaker (and dumber) than the 
player-controlled foes you fight in mul- 
tiplayer. They often go down in a few 
hits, except for special characters and 
bosses, who require a bit more effort. 
Still, these fights are intense, as ene- 
mies can gang up on you and take you 








қ 






Elimination pits four players against four, with every death 
taking the player out of game until the end of the round 


Ea 
и А 1 / \ 


Every class plays quite differently from one another, 
giving gameplay а fair amount of tactical depth 








down if you're not careful. Items like a 
health-regenerating flask and bombs 
help even the odds. 

The second level | played starred 
a much different character than my 
viking badass: a small, flighty assas- 
sin who dances with twin blades. The 
assassin is charged with sneaking 
into an enemy viking encampment to 
destroy a rudimentary elevator used 
for transporting supplies. The level isn't 
really about stealth, as every enemy 
you come across engages you in 
combat, but the tone and pacing of it 
makes it feel like you are an assassin 
taking out foes one by one under the 
cover of night and convincingly sets it 
apart from the full-on war tone estab- 
lished by the viking scen: 


During my hands-on time, | also 
checked out the new multiplayer mode, 
Elimination, as well as its Faction War 
metagame. Faction War is a seasonal 
mode where players choose one of the 
game's three armies to fight for (you 
can still choose whoever you want from 
whatever faction during matches). Each 
faction vies for control of the continent 
during the season. Rewards like weap- 
‘ons and cosmetic armor are divvied 
out to participants, and in-game condi- 
tions like weather in certain maps are 
influenced by the Faction War. | didn't 
see too much of Faction War in action, 
but what | did see suggests an ambi- 
tious overlay designed to give players 
а generous amount of (free) content in 
the months following release. 


Elimination is a fun time, pitting four 
players against four in oval-shaped 
maps in a fight to the death with no 
respawns. Teammates can revive one 
another, but that's a tricky proposition 
given how small the maps are and how 
an enemy can creep up behind you 

for a death blow while you're reviving 
another player. Like the Duel mode, 
the victor of Elimination is decided by 
whichever team takes the most wins 
out of five rounds. 

1 сате away from For Honor 
impressed with what | played. I'm still 
curious to see if Ubisoft can pull off 
its sprawling campaign as well as its 
ambitious seasonal metagame plans, 
but so far it's really fun and challenging. 
» Javy Gwaltney 


previews 63 





PS4 


1-Player Action 
(Online TBA) 


Sony Interactive 
Entertainment 


Kojima Productions 


ТВА 





64 previews 


Death Stranding 


Just the facts about Kojima’s next project ; 


ith a cryptic reveal that 
instantly became the talk of 
E3 2016, Death Stranding 
is one of the most anticipated titles 
people know the least about. A new 
trailer during The Game Awards 
in December shed more light on 
the project, but not enough have a 
clear idea of the story or mechan- 
ics. However, any new information 
about a game involving Metal Gear 
mastermind Hideo Kojima and his 
new studio is worth following. So 
what do we know for sure? These five 
details are solid enough to serve as 
a foundation, though no one knows 
exactly what to expect from Death 
Stranding yet. 


Kojima has said that having an open 
world is an important part of Death 
Stranding, though that doesn't 


necessarily mean the game follows the 
sandbox format of series like Grand 
Theft Auto or Assassin's Creed. It 
could be more like Metal Gear Solid V: 
The Phantom Pain, with an emphasis 
оп mission areas instead of a world full 
of side missions and collectibles. 


Actor Norman Reedus (The Walking 
Dead, Boondock Saints) starred in 

the first trailer, and the next featured 
Mads Mikkelsen (Rogue One: A Star 
Wars Story, Hannibal). The likeness 

of acclaimed director Guillermo del 
Toro also appeared in the second 
trailer. Kojima's love of movies is well- 
known, and the involvement of these 
film industry figures should give Death 
Stranding a cinematic vibe. 


In early 2016, Kojima toured many 





Sony studios in search of the technol- 
ogy to create Death Stranding. The 
team eventually decided on Guerilla 
Games’ Decima engine, which powers 
the upcoming Horizon: Zero Dawn. 
The two studios are now working 
together on the engine to make sure 

it suits the needs of both titles and 
remains cutting-edge. This decision 
also reinforces the importance of an 
open world in Death Stranding, since 
the Decima engine handles that area 
especially well. 


The band Low Roar has had songs 
featured in each trailer — "I'll Keep 
Coming" in the first, and “Easy Way 
Out" in the second. This probably 
goes beyond Kojima just being a fan 
of the band. Before and after E3, the 
phrase "I'll keep coming" appeared on 
promotional images and tweets from 
Kojima, which hints at its thematic 
significance. Beyond that, a vinyl 
record featuring the two songs is the 
among the first official pieces of Death 
Stranding merchandise. 





Fans have been splicing trailers 
together and watching them back- 
ward to form theories about the world 
of Death Stranding. This was part of 
Kojima's intent; as with his previous 
titles, he has hidden hints in these trail- 
ers in hopes that fans speculate about 
their significance. What is the black, 
oily water? What is the purpose of the 
wires connecting various characters? 
What's with all the images focused on 
babies? For now, we can only guess, 
but that's part of the fun. 


GEICO. 


The other guy. 
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Helping people 24/7 licensed 97% customer 2nd-largest auto 
since 1936 agents satisfaction insurer 


The choice is yours, and it’s simple. 


Why enjoy just one chicken wing when there's a whole plate in front of you? 


The same goes for car insurance. Why go with a company that offers just a low price when GEICO could 
save you hundreds and give you so much more? You could enjoy satisfying professional service, 24/7, from 
a company that's made it their business to help people since 1936. This winning combination has helped 
GEICO to become the 2nd-largest private passenger auto insurer in the nation. 


Make the smart choice. Get your free quote from GEICO today. 


GEICO. 


geico.com | 1-800-947-AUTO | Local Office 


Some discounts, coverages, payment plans and features are not available in ай states or all GEICO companies. Customer satisfaction based on an independent study conducted 
by Alan Newman Research, 2015. GEICO is the second-largest private passenger auto insurer in the United States according to the 2014 А.М. Best market share report, published 
April 2015. GEICO is a registered service mark of Government Employees Insurance Company, Washington, D.C. 20076; a Berkshire Hathaway Inc. subsidiary. © 2016 GEICO 
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е 
1-Player Role-Playing 
(4-Player Online) 


» Publis! 





Electronic Arts 


» Developer 


BioWare 


» Release 
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Mass Effect Andromeda 


New faces and far-off plac 


/\ fter vague details and elusive 
L\ trailers, BioWare has finally 
Г. \ dished out a slew of reveals for 
Mass Effect Andromeda. Between 
our cover story and N7 day, fans now 
have concrete information about the 
premise, the gameplay enhance- 
ments, and how exploration works. At 
the Game Awards this year, BioWare 
continued to pull back the curtain by 
debuting an extensive trailer show- 
ing off gameplay, dialogue, and 
never-before-seen characters. 

In Mass Effect Andromeda, you 
play the role of the Pathfinder, which 
BioWare describes as "part soldier, 
part explorer, and part guide." Playing 
as your customized Ryder, you take 
on the mission to find a new home for 
humanity in the Andromeda galaxy, 
whose bevy of planets are ripe for 
exploration. The trailer panned through 
several different environments you'll 
visit. Some have red sand and can- 
yons, while others are vibrant with 
bioluminescent flora. Some places are 
even hazardous ог flat-out uninhabit- 
able, overflowing with lava or sulfur 
pools. That doesn't even factor in other 
species who have taken up residence 
on them, who might not be so willing 
to share their limited resources with 
you. During your journey, you make 
new allies and enemies - the choice is 
yours in who you befriend. 

You begin Andromeda with just a ship 
and your Nomad - a vehicle similar to 
the Mako that protects you from haz- 
ards - but it's up to you to steal or craft 
everything else you need. This includes 
your basic armor, which allows you 
10 equip gear for your helmet, chest, 
arms, legs. The trailer confirms that you 
can add modifications to these, akin to 
Dragon Age: Inquisition. 


es 

The trailer also provided a glimpse 
of new squad mates: a female turian 
named Vetra and a krogan named 
Drack. Vetra looks technologically 
savvy, wearing a transparent visor 
with а heads-up display, while Drack 
appears rough and tough with gre- 
nades at his side. Shortly after this, we 
hear intel on Sloane Kelly, a woman 
Ryder must confront on her journey. 
Sloane got to Andromeda ahead of 
the initiative, and has already estab- 
lished herself on the planet. We dis- 
cover that she had a nearly spotless 
record while serving the Alliance, 
except for some altercations with 
officers. Ryder calls her a hothead 
after hearing the briefing on her. The 
next scene takes us to their meeting, 
where a conversation wheel with four 
dialogue options pops up. It looks 
similar to past games, except you can 
play your role professionally, сази- 
ally, aggressively, or cut to the chase. 
A later option lets you do a narrative 
interrupt, which allows you to disarm 








her turian bodyguard. 

Scanning is also vital to learning 
about the world. In the trailer, Ryder 
scans a deceased krogan for details 
on its death, looking for leads to the. 
killer. The tracks around the krogan 
make it look like an ambush, and 
Ryder uncovers DNA for a new alien 
race called angaran at the scene. This 
reminds me a bit of Geralt’s Witcher 
sense or the crime-scene reconstruc- 
tions in Arkham Knight. 

Lastly, some of the futuristic weap- 
ons and powers were on display, such 
as biotic shield that deflects damage 
back at enemies. Melee weapons 
are also in the mix, such as a ninja 
blade and krogan hammer. Overall, 
the combat looks smoother and faster 
than previous entries; you can thank 
your jetpack for the latter, which gives 
you more movement and vertical- 
ity on the battlefield. Here's hoping 
these additions prove fruitful when we 
finally discover Andromeda this spring. 
» Kimberley Wallace 


Marvel Vs. Capcom: Infinite 


Anew kind of Marv 





[— or years, Marvel vs. Capcom 
| has pushed the boundaries of 

| how many characters could fit 
on-screen at once in a fighting game. 
With accelerated moves canceling 
into each other, call-in assist attacks, 
screen-filling lasers, and combined 
super moves that had up to three 
characters firing off their strongest 
moves at once, the series has always 
aimed for sensory overload. 

Chaos has always been part of its 
charm, but Capcom believes the three- 
on-three fighting became too intimi- 
dating for anyone who just wanted to 
watch Iron Man spar with Mega Man X 
(the most-requested character after 
his absence on Marvel vs. Capcom 3's 
roster). With Marvel vs. Capcom: 
Infinite, the publisher wants to make 
sure everyone can live out their cross- 
over fantasy. The playable team size 
is now reduced to two combatants 
per side. You can also no longer call in 
assist attacks, which should minimize 
the amount of on-screen information 
players have to parse at a given time. 

То make up for the lack of a team 
member and extra attack options, 
Infinite lets you swap characters 
instantly, even mid-combo. This lets 
you throw, say, a Shoryuken and an 
X Buster charge shot into the same 
combo without cluttering up the screen 
or making the action hard to follow. 

Тһе game also includes six equip- 
pable Infinity Stones, which imbue 
characters with the ability to deal 
more damage per move, or dodge 


team-up 


behind their opponent and attack 
more quickly. These stones should 

fill the role of certain characters who 
were disposable as fighters but had 
powerful assist moves that made them 
valuable to teams. Each stone has two 
abilities attached to it, though Capcom 
says it hasn't nailed down specifics of 
how those abilities are limited. 

Marvel also hopes to explore the 
world of the series more thoroughly 
this time around. Capcom and Marvel 
have been trading scripts and story- 
boards for a long time, and hope to 
create a more robust, cinematic story 
mode to justify why these characters 
are fighting each other. 

Thus far Capcom has only revealed 






six fighters: Ryu, Mega Man X, and 
Morrigan Aensland for Capcom and 
Captain Marvel, Iron Man, and Captain 
America for Marvel. For the rest of 

the roster, Capcom says it is "taking 

a look forward." The publisher wants 
to include characters who have never 
been in a Marvel vs. Capcom game, 
though they did mention they want 
fans of older series, like X-Men, to be 
happy, too. 

1 can't say for sure whether the big 
changes will make the title too sim- 
plistic for the series’ hardcore fanbase 
until | get my hands on it, but I'm glad 
to see Capcom experimenting with 
the series instead of letting it stagnate. 





» m 


PS4 + Xbox One + PC 


» Style 
1 or 2-Player Fighting 
(Online TBA) 





» Release 
Late 2017 
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-T he fantasy of controlling capital- 
class starships may not sound 

| exciting, especially if you аге a 
fan of Star Trek or Star Wars and have 
seen Enterprise and Star Destroyer 
captains lounge awkwardly in chairs 
or stand motionless as they bark out 
orders to their crews. Giant ships 
move slowly and often require numer- 
ous crewmembers to raise the shields, 
man the guns, and perform tedious 
diagnostic work. Yager Development's 
upcoming Dreadnought game doesn't 
dismiss any of these red flags, but 
instead finds a way to roll them into 
а comprehensive and exciting mul- 
tiplayer experience in which every 
player is controlling their own starship. 

While single-player content is 
planned, the primary focus of 
Dreadnought is multiplayer. At this 
year’s PlayStation Experience expo, 
the PlayStation 4 version debuted, with 
showgoers getting the chance to play 
a 5v5 Бане. 

For how slow the ships accelerate 
and turn, you'd think Dreadnought's 
design would be more tactical, but 
after getting my hands on it, | found the 
gameplay to be just as intense as any 
run-and-gun shooter on the market, 
requiring quick thinking and reflexes to 
down the opposing vessels or evade 
their attacks. 

1 selected the heaviest class war- 
ship in the fleet, The Monarch, а flying 
fortress equipped with heavy ballistic 
cannons originally used for orbital 
bombardments. The Monarch packs a 
punch, but is the slowest-moving ship 
in the game. The four other people 
on my team picked a variety of ships, 
including the Fulgora, a highly maneu- 
verable craft that a representative 
from Yager calls “our version of the 
Millennium Falcon." № much bigger 
than the Falcon, but is designed with 
dramatic maneuvers in mind. 

The first shot of gameplay per- 
fectly encapsulates what makes 
Dreadnought unique. The sense of 





scale is the first thing that jumps out, 
as my team’s starships hover above 

a planet's surface. One by one, we 
each take off, the glow of our starship 
engines lighting up the screen. The 
hulking masses are slow to speed, 

but it’s the visuals that count here. 
Although there are only five of us, the 
size of our ships deliver the sensation 
that an epic war is about to unfold. 

As our ships climb over a mountain, 
the enemy can be seen on the horizon. 
They are already in attack positions, 
and they waste no time opening fire. 
Flashes in the distance are frequent 
and terrifying. Swarms of snaking 
missiles are heading our way, and we 
all begin to move to evade them... 
slowly. My ship spins like a snail, but | 
act quickly enough to not get hit. Two 
of our starships, which fall into the 
destroyer class, are living up to their 
namesake, retaliating with volleys of 
rockets at the enemy. The trails of fire 
and smoke are impressive, as are the 
ripples of explosions that light up the 
enemy hulls on the receiving end. Both 
of our ships sustain damage, but are 
quickly repaired by another smaller 
vessel that is equipped with some kind 
of green healing beam. 

We're playing a mode that is 





essentially team deathmatch, won 
by the first team reaching 100 points. 
Before | can contribute to this cause, 
I find myself in a bad spot, wedged 
between two enemy vessels. They both 
open fire, and my ship sustains signifi- 
cant damage. A flick to the right on the 
controller's touch pad diverts power to 
shields, and I'm given just enough time 
to retreat beneath a mountain's реак. 
I circle around to find one enemy п а 
vulnerable state, and | shift my ship's 
power to weapons to give them an 
exponential boost. | throw everything | 
have at it - energy beams and rockets 
galore - and the enemy's vessel looks 
like a log on a fire, burning everywhere 
as it plummets to the ground. 

This small victory feels fantastic, 
and is something that feels unique 
to Dreadnought. The final product 
doesn't have a release date yet, but 
after one match, | can say it feels right 
at home on PlayStation 4, which will 
be hosting a closed beta in the coming 
months. Keep an eye on this one, folks. 
Dreadnought is something different, 
and if Yager and co-developer Six Foot 
can establish longevity with the game- 
play and customizable ships, it could 
be something special. Time will tell. 








Мег. Automata 


Mixing fluid combat with grandiose battles 


low sales, so a sequel seemed 
like a longshot. However, the 
game's cult status influenced Square 
Enix to continue the series with 
Nier: Automata. 

While taking place in the same post- 
apocalyptic world as the first game, 
no other narrative connection links the 
two entries. In Мег: Automata's time- 
line, hostile robots have taken over. 
The game puts you in the shoes of 2B, 
an android who is accompanied by 
another android named 9S. Together, 
you fight alongside the remainder of 
humanity attempting to salvage this 
dystopia from its mechanical threats. 

In the preview build I played, my 
mission was to investigate an old fac- 
tory, a place where machine life forms 
are suspected of creating large-scale 
weapons. Nier: Automata takes place 
in a segmented open world where vari- 
ous areas become accessible as the 
game progresses, but this particular 
event occurs in a more condensed 
place with a focus on combat. All other 
areas you unlock are accessible just by 
walking there seamlessly, including a 
barren desert and a desolate, debris- 
filled city with overgrown weeds. 

Nier: Automata's role-playing ele- 
ments are similar to the original's. You 
pick up items as you explore that you 
can later sell at a settlement camp of 
human survivors. Depending on your 
skill level, you can upgrade weapons 
here as well, such as your katanas and 
spiked gauntlets. You can custom- 
ize your load-out at any time on the 
settings menu. 

With smoother combat than its pre- 
decessor, Мег: Automata's gameplay 
wears Platinum Games’ influence on 


ЛІ һе original Міег had relatively 


its sleeve with an instantly recogniz- 
able flow similar to Bayonetta. While 
the original had more of a hack-and- 
slash ease to its fights, you have more 
control in Мег: Autornata's combat, 
from swiftly gliding from one position to 
the next, to targeting enemies by firing 
at them with your floating pod. This 
pod also features a powerful attack, 
but its lengthy cooldown means it's 
best used strategically when battling 
tougher enemies. 

2B's companion 95, who is here in 
the factory to help find out whether 
these monstrous weapons exist, later 
stays in touch with 2B through a digi- 
tal communicator. The two give each 
other short updates, but banter makes 
its way into the dialogue as well. 2B is 
colder, nearly emotionless in her inter- 
actions, while 95 is much more playful. 
The contrast works well to embellish 
their personalities, and 1 enjoyed the 
small talk. 

Progressing through warehouses and 
desolate areas of the factory, | often 
come across a slew of robots whose 
arms turn into rotating blades as they 
propel toward me. Using both light and 
heavy attacks (as in the original Nier), 

1 fight them off in fluid combat. | saw 
enough variety in enemies’ attacks 
and defensive systems to keep me 
engaged, such as some foes wear- 
ing layers of armor that could only be 
destroyed through melee attacks. 

One of the striking elements from my 
playthrough was the changing camera 
angles. Most of the time | would be in 
third-person with a moveable camera, 
while other times the camera became 
fixed and | would be switched to a top- 
down or 2D platformer-style perspec- 
tive. While at first it felt strange, once | 





became accustomed to these changes 
1 wholly welcomed the refreshing 
change of view. It reminded me of the 
peculiar mix of genres that the first Nier 
is known for. 

The final boss fight of the area was 
a larger-than-life mechanical beast. 
Reminiscent of the massive creatures 
in Shadow of the Colossus, at one 
point I had to grab hold of him and 
battle him as | walked on the exterior 
of his body. After 9S takes a near fatal 
hit, I take control of his flying mech to 
battle this huge enemy from above. 
Using one of the techy tricks of the 
mech, | hack into the giant robot's sys- 
tems to take control of his arm to use it 
against him. 

Nier: Automata features fluid combat 
mixed with grandiose battles against 
giant foes that, while not necessar- 
ily difficult to defeat, are delightful 
because of the explosive nature of 
these fights. » Elise Favis 


A floating pod will be at your side at all times, 
and you can use it to fire bullets at enemies 


» Platform 
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1-Player Role-Playing 
» Publisher 
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» Developer 
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» Release 
March 7 
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1-Player 
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Nintendo 
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Nintendo 
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The Legend Of Zelda: 


Breath Of The Wild 


The latest look at Link’s legend 


Breath of the Wild has been their 

most anticipated game for sev- 
eral years now. With still no official 
release date in sight outside of 2017, 
Nintendo showed off new footage and 
gave fresh teases for the direction the 
latest entry might be heading. 

The first new footage was in the form 
of a traditional trailer which starts with 
pans of the environment. Peaceful 
backdrops such as lush, thriving for- 
ests give way to several action scenes 
featuring Link. 

The sequence starts with Link stand- 
ing on a shaking platform as a giant 


F or many, The Legend of Zelda: 


We get a quick glimpse of what appears to 
be a female character in Link's blue tunic 


birdlike creature emerges from below, 
gives him a glance, and flies toward 

an overhead airship. We don't know 
the significance of the airship, but the 
shot focuses on the massive ship long 
enough to suggest that it plays an 
important role in the adventure. 

We then see a battle on horseback, 
as Link takes on two of Breath of the 
Wild's mechanical spider-like Guardian 
enemies. One Guardian unloads a laser 
beam from its eye, similar to Beamos 
in past Zelda games, narrowly missing 
Link. Our hero charges in, axe in hand, 
and lands a strike on the Guardian. 

At E3, I learned of Calamity Ganon, 

a ghost-like form Ganon has taken 

to wreak havoc on Hyrule Castle and 
eventually the rest of the kingdom. In 
this trailer, we see what that chaos 
looks like, as destructive magical 
shards rain down from the castle to the 
ground below. 

Тһе camera then pans to an area that 
has been left in ruin. Puddles of the 
dark magic substance have formed. 
Link overlooks the devastation from a 
ledge - a mysterious, sparkling force 
surrounds him. The trailer ends with 
Link sitting on the ground looking 
defeated, and what looks like Zelda 
standing next to him with a close-up of 
her clenching fist. 

Nintendo also provided a new look at 
Breath of the Wild's gameplay, featur- 
ing senior product marketing manager 


Bill Trinen and senior localization man- 
ager at the Treehouse Nate Bihldorff on 
a mission to find a shrine. 

The дето opens with the birdlike 
minstrel Kass singing a song to Link 
to give hints as to where the shrine is. 
After Link fails to make it inside via a 
direct route, he employs stealth tactics, 
including a water approach and his 
newfound ability to scale vertical walls. 
Link methodically picks off enemies 
with his bow, before using his рага- 
glider to get the drop on another guard. 

He spots a bigger enemy guarding 
the shrine he seeks in the distance, but 
he must first dispatch the Lizalfos lying 
in wait. He does so quickly using his 
new Flurry Rush counter-attack, which 
rapidly lands multiple hits when Link 
successfully dodges an attack. 

The big Moblin spots Link and begins 
walking toward him. Link throws a 
bomb in his path, but the creature 
walks around it and engages him 
in close-range combat. Link is able 
to defeat the creature and secure a 
clear path to the shrine before the 
demo ends. 

While the new looks still leave many 
questions about Breath of the Wild, 

1 get more excited each time | see it 

in action. I'm looking forward to what 
Nintendo shares next, particularly if 
that includes more details on the direc- 
tion of the story and more about Zelda 
and Ganon. » Brian Shea 


sonic Mania 





hen Sega initially revealed the 

indie-developed Sonic Mania 

at San Diego Comic-Con 
2016, | was impressed with the retro- 
facing approach. The game looks and 
plays just like the Genesis games that 
are often heralded as the series’ glory 
days, and my recent look at Sonic 
Mania only reinforced the idea that 
this could be a step in the right direc- 
tion for the Sonic franchise. 

The first opportunity | had to see the 
game only allowed me to play as Sonic 
on Studiopolis Zone, a movie-themed 
stage, and Green Hill Zone, a remake 
of the iconic area from the first game. 
While | enjoyed playing through those 
levels, it left me wanting more. This 
time, not only have Tails and Knuckles 
been introduced into the equation ав 
playable characters, but another all- 
new zone, Mirage Saloon, has been 
added to the level select. 

Mirage Saloon Zone takes the 
American southwest and gives it a 
Sonic spin. Alongside Wild West-style 
saloons, “wanted” posters, and cacti, 
players come across various environ- 
mental objects that affect gameplay. 
For instance, a water pump creates a 
water stream that acts as a temporary 
bridge players can run along, while a 
large revolver allows players to load 
themselves in as ammo and blast onto 
their chosen path. Bursting pifiatas 
and sand loop-de-loops that disinte- 
grate when you run on them are more 
‘examples of how the zone goes all-in 
with its aesthetic and play style. 


Knuckles starts in a different spot in 
Mirage Saloon Zone than Sonic and 
Tails. This allows players to approach 
the level's obstacles differently due 
to Knuckles’ unique abilities, such as 
gliding, climbing walls, and destroying 
certain obstacles. Despite the unique 
starting point, the rest of the zone is 
the same. However, thanks to Sonic, 
Knuckles, and Tails possessing unique 
skillsets, certain paths through stages 
are more easily reachable by particular 
characters. This was evident as | once 
again checked out Studiopolis Zone, 
but this time as the more vertical 
character Tails. 

As a longtime fan of the series, it was 
nice to see Tails and Knuckles back 
in the retro art style. Much like Sonic, 
Tails and Knuckles have updated ani- 
mations for this release. Tails’ face is 
more expressive when he begins to 


tire in-flight or if Sonic hitches a ride 
while he’s airborne, while Knuckles 
now slides down a wall rather than 
climbing down it. These updates aren't 
earth-shattering, but as someone who 
fondly looks back on the Genesis titles 
that Sonic Mania is paying homage to, 
1 appreciate the little touches. 

Though this is an indie project from 
three smaller studios, Sonic Team 
and Sega are working closely with the 
developers in a consultation role to 
ensure the project is going in the right 
direction. From everything I've seen 
over the past several months, Sonic 
Mania is on the right track. If it can 
maintain this momentum and if the 
as-of-yet detailed Project 2017 from 
Sonic Team can deliver the experience 
fans have been clamoring for, 2017 
could be a turning point for the Sonic 
the Hedgehog franchise. с 
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ncharted 4: А Thief's End 
brought closure to Nathan 
Drake's story, but failed to 

touch on a relationship gamers were 
invested in. Chloe Frazier, a treasure 
hunter and love interest from Drake's 
past, was oddly absent in this finale, 
and we now know why. She's star- 
ring in her own adventure called 
Uncharted: The Lost Legacy. 

Chloe is sharing the spotlight with 
Nadine Ross, another treasure seeker 
who ruffled feathers with the Drake 
brothers in Uncharted 4. Naughty Dog 
says The Lost Legacy was originally 
hatched as DLC for that game, but 
soon realized the story was much 
bigger than a typical add-on. The game 
is now being developed as a stand- 
alone title and is said to be longer than 
The Last of Us' Left Behind expansion, 
but shorter than a typical Uncharted. 

The Lost Legacy takes place in India, 
with the duo questing to find the lost 
Tusk of Ganesh. Some people believe 
the statue of Ganesh, which has an 
elephant head and four arms, never 
had two tusks, a way of showing he 
overcomes dualism. Others believe the 
Tusk was lost to time, the likely angle 
Naughty Dog is taking with this nar- 
rative. The journey takes them deep 
within India's Western Ghats moun- 
tains and into long-lost underground 
areas, places Naughty Dog says are 
rich geographical playgrounds perfect 
for Uncharted. 

Frazier is half Indian, and her con- 
nection to this region is as much about 


family as it is the treasure. We'll get to 
know her as this adventure unfolds. 
Sony showed off roughly nine 
minutes of The Lost Legacy at the 
PlayStation Experience, and it looks 
to favor stealth a fair degree. We see 
Frazier sneaking through a darkened 
rundown part of a city, her identity 
cloaked behind a hijab. She pulls out a 
phone, which shows an image of a red 
door. The streets are heavily patrolled 
by military forces, and Frazier can't 
hide from all of them. She is stopped 
and searched, but released. The ten- 
sion in this sequence is high, as we 
see other people being interrogated at 
gunpoint, or worse, hauled off uncon- 
scious or dead. The sounds of explo- 


sions in the distance also bring unease. 


Frazier ducks through shadows, and 

even picks а door's lock, which we see 

executed through a minigame prompt. 
Her stealthy mission ends with a 


Uncharted: The Lost Legacy 






text message warning her of a shift 
change. The text comes too late, as 
guards are already on top of her. A fight 
ensues, first with Frazier fending off 
three guards on her own, with a heavy 
focus on counter maneuvers, but 

soon escalates when Ross joins the 
fray. Frazier knocks out one guard by 
smashing his head against an air con- 
ditioner, and Ross takes out another 
opponent with the help of Frazier, who 
stuns the enemy. Ross finishes him 

off with a kick that sends him flying off 
of the rooftop. The combat looks just 
as dynamic as Uncharted 45 melee, 
bringing the camera in close for the 
grapple moves. 

Uncharted: The Lost Legacy picks up 
after the events of Uncharted 4, and is 
not a side story. Will the Drakes come 
into play at any point? We doubt it, but 
we also won't rule out the chance of a 
cameo or mention. » Andrew Не 





The Last Of Us Part | 


Even darker than the original 


eople are not wrong when they 
complain about the overabun- 
dance of sequels in video games. 
Publishers specializing in triple-A 
development are looking for sure 

bets to maximize profits - games that 
have a legacy, and will likely sell just 
from the names on the boxes. Having 
anew Call of Duty game hit store 
shelves each year isn’t the problem; 
Activision (or any publisher) not taking 
chances on new properties is. The 
most talented studios are often locked 
into feeding the flame of a series until 
consumer interest burns out. Taking 
risks on new ideas is risky, sometimes 
leading to studio closures and the 
triple-A landscape shrinking with fewer 
developers contributing to it. 

Naughty Dog is one of the premiere 
studios that always takes a chance by 
introducing a new intellectual property 
at the outset of each console gen- 
eration, from Crash Bandicoot to Jak 
& Daxter to Uncharted. That didn't 
happen with this generation. We now 
see this famed art house playing it 
safe on PlayStation 4, beginning with 
an Uncharted sequel that was commu- 
nicated as the last hurrah for Nathan 
Drake, only to follow it up with the 
announcement of another Uncharted 
game. Even more surprising is the 
reveal of The Last of Us Part Il. After 
all, the original didn't set itself up for 
a sequel. 

Perhaps it's silly to be disappointed 
that Naughty Dog is making a sequel 
to one of the greatest games of all 
time instead of a new IP, but this 
studio has always made its mark with 
a new identity, which more importantly, 
is a new experience for gamers. At 





—- 


this year's PlayStation Experience, The 
Last of Us Part II debuted in a teaser 
trailer, and Мей Druckmann took the 
stage to calm peoples’ fears of this 
franchise being revisited, and talk 
about how he and his team are trying 
to make it a much different experience 
than the first. 

"If the first game's theme was the 
love of [Joel and Ellie], and how we 
build that through story, music, interac- 
tion, and gameplay mechanics, this 
story is the counter of that; this story 
is about hate, and how we use all of 
those same things to make the player 
feel that.” In the brief teaser for The 
Last of Us Part ll, we see that Joel and 
Ellie are together again. Ellie is consid- 
erably older, and it does not look like 
life has been kind to her. We see her 
sitting on a bed, a corpse at her feet. 
Her hand trembles violently; she closes 
her fist, and the tremors are gone. She 
then strums away at a guitar, singing 
а sorrowful tune, as Joel walks into 
frame. He's intentionally blurred, and 
we never see his face, but we do hear 
him talk. “What are you doing, kiddo,” 
he asks in a gentle voice. “You really 
goin’ to go through with this?” 

Ellie's response brought a roar of 
shock from everyone watching the 
trailer. “I'm going to find and kill every 
last one of them,” she says with a fur- 
rowed brow. Players will likely experi- 
ence this quest first hand, as Ellie 
is now the playable protagonist in 
this sequel. 

Troy Baker, who plays Joel in both 
games, says that he first learned 
about the story for the Last of Us Part 
Il outside of a bar in London, shortly 
after the British Academy Television 


Craft Awards a couple of years ago. “It 
was so weird to hear about this thing 
maybe being real,” Baker says. “The 
first time we walked back on stage, it 
wasn't Ashley [Johnson] there, and it 
wasn't Troy, it was Joel walking down 
that hall and finding Ellie. It was over- 
whelming - and I'm not using a plati- 
tude — it was literally overwhelming to 
be in those shoes again." 

Johnson added that she first heard 
about the scene in the trailer over two 
years ago, when Druckmann sent her 
the scene to see if she could play the 
song. Johnson wouldn't go into spe- 
cifics on what was happening in that 
scene, but did add that Ellie has "gone 
through some s---.” 

The Last of Us Part Il picks up a few 
years after the events of the first game. 
Druckmann says that so much thought 
has gone into this sequel's story, and 
he knows people are concemed about 
revisiting what happens after The Last 
of Us' ending, and perhaps ruining 
its big payoff moments. Druckmann 
looked out over the crowd of a couple 
of thousand people at PlayStation 
Experience and said, “We feel all of 
those things as well. No one loves 
these characters more than we do, and 
we would not do this if we did not feel 
like we had the right idea. The ‘Part II 
is really doubling down on that to say, 
‘We believe in this so much.’ The Last 
of Us is about these two characters 
specifically. Part Il is saying this is 
going to be a larger story.” 

The game is still early in develop- 
ment, and is a ways off from release. 
As short as the trailer was, it gave fans 
plenty of hints to chew on until more. 
information arrives. » Andrew Reiner 
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Knack 2 supports drop-in cooperative play. The second 
player has the same arsenal and moves as player one 
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Knack 2 


The sequel no one saw coming 


Knack was touted as one of 
the system's most-anticipated 
launch titles. The hype was warranted, 


p rior to the release of PlayStation 4, 


double jump sequences to sections 
where he may need to shrink mid-air 
to squeeze through a small opening. 
The platforming feels great, reminding 


enemies in conventional ways, but the 
addition of attacking your friend (and 
gaining benefits from it) gives Knack 2 
a unique edge. All of the cooperative. 


» Publisher ^ especially when factoring in the me of the flow from Jak & Daxter. play is local, and the second player can 
Sony Interactive development talent behind it~ namely I experienced this entire section of гор in and out at any moment. Cerny 
Entertainment | Sony's Japan Studio (Ape Escape, the game cooperatively with Cerny. says the team is striving to make this 
» Developer Ico) collaborating with game designer Не controlled player two, who is a a fun and social game that is challeng- 
Sony Interactive Mark Сету (Crash Bandicoot, Spyro blue version of Knack, equipped with ing, but something players can contin- 

pen the Dragon), who doubled as one of the same moves and powers. After ually make progress in. Regenerating 
: Melee, PlayStation 4's architects. Despite leaping up the scenic mountainside, health, more checkpoints, and the abil- 
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that pedigree, Knack turned out to be 
a swing and miss for Sony. While the 
game had fans in our office, many Р54 
owners found it disappointing. 

Despite missing the mark, Сету and 
Japan Studio are getting a second 
shot at giving this interesting character 
а pulse. Sony revealed Knack 2 at 
the recent PlayStation Experience 
through a trailer that was quickly 
mocked by journalists and gamers 
alike on Twitter. The trailer made it 
look like little has changed іп Knack’s 
world, a reveal | later learned does the 
game a big disservice. 

1 played through two stages of 
Knack 2 and walked away want- 
ing more. It was one of the nicest 
surprises at PlayStation Experience. 
While the basic concept remains 
unchanged - once again centering оп 
Knack's ability to change sizes - every 
other aspect of the game has been 
retooled or reinvented. 

The first level | played, which takes 
Knack and his human pal, Lucas, 
through a village built into a mountain- 
side, focuses predominately on plat- 
forming. Moving and rotating platforms 
are bountiful, and Knack is forced 
to mix up his moves, bouncing from 


we ran into a group of goblins prepar- 
ing to rain destruction down on the 
village. In this instance, memories 

of the original Knack came flooding 
back. | used the right analog stick to 
dodge an attack, and retaliated with a 
simplistic punch combo. While similar, 
the arsenal is greatly expanded over 
the original game's. Knack can wield 
a Captain America-like shield to block 
incoming projectiles, and can power- 
up all of his moves, such as the punch 
transforming into a series of powerful, 
rapid strikes. 

Then Cerny did something | didn't 
expect - he attacked me. What origi- 
nally looked like an act of griefing on 
his part turned into a new means of 
defeating our foes. When one player 
punches the other, a spray of relics 
flies out of Knack's back. That spray 
doubles as a lethal shotgun blast. 
Every move produces a different side 
effect when performed on a Knack. 
The aerial body slam shatters the other 
Knack, creating area damage similar 
to a grenade blast. A charged punch 
sends the other Knack flying forward 
like a torpedo. 

The cooperative experience is fun 
when both players are engaging 


ity to respawn if your friend stays alive 
long enough should help balance out 
the difficult combat challenges, which 
the game isn't shying away from. 

I thought the first Knack game suf- 
fered from repetition, but | didn't feel 
that setting in at any point in the two 
levels | played of the sequel. The 
pacing was great, and variety was 
abundant. Сету also showed me the 
new upgrade screen, which allows 
players to add bonuses to their combat 
tactics and unlock other moves to fur- 
ther add layers to the mix. 

Knack 2 looks like a significant 
upgrade, and perhaps the proof of 
concept Cerny and Japan Studio 
wanted to achieve in the original game. 
Should you go out and play the original 
Knack in anticipation of this sequel? It 
is a direct continuation, but a lot of the 
fun wasn't present in the original game, 
especially the unique cooperative play. 
I would instead look at Knack 2 like а 
reboot, and only venture back to the 
first game if you like the lore and want 
to know everything about this strange, 
little character. No matter what though, 
you should put this sequel on your 
radar. It's shaping up to be good fun. 

» Andrew Reiner 


Tales Of Berseria 





he Tales franchise has had its 
share of highs and lows, but 
always retains its strengths of 
creating party member bonds and 
providing fun action. As with any 
long-running series, it's struggled 
to feel fresh, falling into the trap of 
predictable storylines and unexcit- 
ing gameplay loops. With the next 
entry right around the corner, | played 
through its opening hours and was 
impressed by how different pro- 
tagonist Velvet's journey feels from 
previous games. 

Tales of Berseria is dark, violent, and 
haunting. It's not your typical right- 
versus-wrong story, and yet you're. 
cheering on Velvet as she does what- 
ever it takes to obtain revenge - even 
if it means viciously tearing apart a few 
people and beasts along the way. 

Ever since Velvet was a young girl, 
her life has been inundated with loss. 
After a catastrophic event changes 


her family forever, she becomes more 
protective of her younger brother, 
Laphicet. This means getting him 
medicine when he's sick and cooking 
for him. Another big influence in their 
life is their brother-in-law Arthur, who 
teaches Velvet how to handle herself 
in battle. Unfortunately, nothing can 
prepare Velvet for a night when all hell 
breaks loose and vicious creatures 
attack her village. This event awakens 
a power within her, which lets her 
stand a chance against these tena- 
cious beings, but comes with a cost — 
it turns her part demon. This sets her 
on a journey for answers and to con- 
front the man she deems responsible 
for this curse. 

1 encountered surprising betrayals 
and shocking twists, skillfully express- 
ing Velvet's plight and her bitterness 
toward the world and people. She has 
a palpable sadness and darkness to 
her, which is part of what makes her 





so interesting. Velvet has spent years 
in prison (for reasons | won't spoil. 
Between this and the betrayals and 
tragedies in her life, she’s hardened. 
She's not a do-gooder protagonist; 
she's on a mission for bloody revenge, 
but can she ever be kindhearted and 
care about people the way she once 
did? That's what I'm interested in 
finding out. 

Berseria's battle system also stands 
out for being fun and keeping me on 
my toes. Combat is a mix of Velvet's 
martial artes (usually swift kicks) and 
vicious stabbing attacks in addition to 
powerful artes called break souls, which 
can help you form bigger combos and 
restore your health. Chaining combos 
is integral to your success, as they 
can unlock bonuses, such as requiring 
less mana to perform them. Everything 
operates on a soul gauge, which deter- 
mines how powerful your attacks are. 
You can still attack with an empty soul 
gauge, but they are less effective and 
more easily blocked, leaving you open 
to being countered. Idling replenishes 
your soul gauge, so you want to run 
around the battlefield dodging attacks 
when it's empty. Combat feels smooth, 
and | enjoyed finding ways to increase 
my chains by exploiting weaknesses 
and stunning enemies. 

Tales of Berseria has one of the best 
openings I've seen from the series in 
quite some time. I'm hoping the rest of 
the game can unfold just as strongly. 
Hopefully, the exploration, character 
development, and bosses hold the 
same allure. 
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MLB The Show 17 


Retro with a story to tell 
LB The Show 17 is celebrating 
М like it's 1994 all over again. Hall 
of Famer Ken Griffey Jr. is on 
the cover, partly as one of the great- 
est players of his generation, and also 
because he means something to the 
gamers of yesteryear. “The Kid" is 
the perfect cover boy for The Show's 
exploration of a retro experience, 
which is heavily inspired by the Super 
Nintendo classic, Ken Griffey Jr. 
Presents Major League Baseball. 

The simply-titled Retro Mode brings 
back the isometric camera angle posi- 
tioned over home plate, and yes, the 
batter can freely move around the box 
to make better contact on the ball. 
The pitcher can also determine where 
he toes the rubber, and the player can 
add a little more movement to a pitch 
by redirecting it mid-flight. When a 
ball is hit into the air, a slide whistle 
rings out for its entire flight path. Retro 
Mode features pixelated box scores 
and as much old-school dressing as 
possible, but the in-game graphics are 
identical to The Show's other modes, 
which strive for the highest level of 
realism. Developer Sony San Diego 
wouldn't comment on how many his- 
torical players are in the game, but did 
say Griffey is playable in Retro Mode, 
as are other notable Hall of Famers like 
Goose Gossage. 

Retro Mode is a fun addition, but 
teaser footage suggests it may not 
be the biggest improvement over last 
year's game. MLB The Show 17's 
announcement trailer highlights a 
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dugout conversation between a minor 
league coach and what appears to be 
a fictional player. The coach tells the 
player "We're gonna mix it up and use 
you as a third baseman for a while." 
The player is given the choice to 
respond by saying, "My heart is kinda 
set on being a shortstop, sir,” or "Would 
this be permanent?" or “Whatever | can 
do to help the club.” This exchange is 
likely a part of Road to the Show, and 
heavily implies that some sort of story 
or dynamic presentation is being sewn 
into the experience. 

The trailer also teased a number 
of small upgrades, such as new 
"Showtrack" statistics. The опе 
example shown displays the speed of 
Jason Heyward running from second to 
home. He hit a top speed of 20.2 mph, 
and made it from second to home in 





7.15 seconds. If this stat-tracking is 
used for other aspects of the game, 
which we suspect it will be, expect 

to see things like the exit velocity of 
home runs and the speed of a throw 
from the outfield to the plate. The trailer 
also teased new haircuts, such as Rick 
"Wild Thing" Vaughn's zig-zag pattern 
from the movie Major League, which 
was jokingly brought back into exis- 
tence by Texas Rangers pitcher Derek 
Holland in 2015. 

As the 2017 baseball season 
approaches, we expect to hear more 
on MLB The Show 17 soon. The 
prospects of Retro Mode and a more 
story-driven Road to the Show experi- 
ence hint at a much different product. 
We'll have to see how far Sony goes 
with both of these exciting additions. 

» Andrew Reiner 


‘Retro Mode allows players to move around. 
‘in the batters box, and for the pitcher to 
‘select where he stands on the rubber 
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\ Л any players like myself have. and breaking off specific pieces of shapes and sizes, and we've already » Pl 
| / | wished for years that a Monster monsters can yield essential crafting seen the flying owl-beast Shrike, the РС 

| V | Hunter-style game would components. If you're lucky, these slow but deadly lightning lizard Drask, » Style 

enter the free-to-play PC universe. break-offs may also disable some of and the fiery, speedy Embermane. 1 to 4-Player Online 

Dauntless looks like it could be that the monster's abilities. You can also With a striking visual style and inspi- Action/Role-Playing 

title, featuring cooperative multiplayer find other crafting materials in the ration from one of my favorite fran- Р 

fantasy action that tasks players field, like minerals and pieces of lesser ^ chises on handheld, Dauntless could 

with taking on monsters known as animals. As you would expect, harder be a real winner in 2017. | can't wait to 

Behemoths with a variety of upgrad- hunts and tougher monsters yield learn more, especially about how multi- 

able weapons, from flashy flails to better materials. player works and how monetization is 

rocket-boosting hammers. Behemoths come in a variety of being handled. » Daniel Tack 





At the edge of the world of The 
Shattered Isles, players call the frontier 
town of Ramsgate home. The town 
is filled with merchants, crafters, and 
other denizens that players interact 
with on their journey. 

‘Teams of four players hunt down 
gigantic beasts and use them to craft 
weapons and armor, each with their 
‘own special abilities. While we've only 
seen a few weapons so far, like the 
hammer, axe, and sword, they all have 
unique traits that will cater to differ- 
ent playstyles, such as combo-centric 
speed tactics, rapidly rising aggres- 
sion, ог short-range burst damage. 

As players attack with weapons, they 
gain aether charges that allow them 
to unleash special attacks. Studying 
attack patterns is essential to get hits 
in unpunished, and Behemoths fea- 
ture enrage mechanics that give them 
faster, deadlier attacks and new skills, 
so battles do not become one-note 
memorization trials. 

Building up and increasing the power 
of your arsenal requires hunting down 
dangerous creatures. Much like the 
Monster Hunter games that Dauntless 
draws inspiration from, damaging 
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is reaching a saturation point, 
with many titles seeking a slice 

of Hearthstone's success. Dire 
Wolf Digital's free-to-play effort is 
a focused iteration that has more in 
common with genre kingpin Magi 
The Gathering, but with plenty of dif- 
ferences that tap into card mechanics 
and features that can only work on the 
digital stage. 

Eternal features five factions that 
each have a different focus, as well 
as dual-faction cards. Fire has plenty 
of interesting weapon cards to attach 
to its power-heavy summons. Time 
has inevitability on its side with cards 
that create doubles of themselves 
when they enter your hand and strong 


T he world of digital card games 





resource-generation capabilities. 
Justice features summons that can 
grow out of control and the ability to 
block spells. Primal counters spells, 
draws cards, and has massive flying 
summons. The last group, Shadow, 
finishes the roster with a focus on 
controlling the field and summons that 
have powerful effects for landing blows 
on the opponent. Cards are played 

not with a ticking counter like the 
Hearthstone-clones of the day, but with 
traditional resource cards that need to 
be included in 75-card decks. 

Some of the abilities in Eternal take 
advantage of the digital format, such 
as warcry. When a summon (or player) 
with warcry attacks, the next weapon 
or creature in their deck gets stronger. 


Check out these exclusive previews 








This can stack up to insane levels, 
giving decks that may start out with 
weak creatures the power to push 
through in the late game even as an 
opponent attempts to stabilize and 
control the board. 

Competitive ladder and daily quests 
make up the core of the experience. 
With no caps on daily rewards from 
play, hardcore players can grind gold 
and cards to their hearts content. Every 
time you score a chest, it has a chance 
to upgrade to the next tier, so you end 
up getting some great rewards now 
and then from a simple match win. The 
system is generous compared to some 
other digital games, making it easier to 
get your collection going from a pure 
free-to-play perspective. 

Eternal features a traditional draft 
format without the waiting around 
for tournament games to finish. You 
simply draft your cards, then queue 
up against other players. You keep all 
the cards you draft, and you can break 
down extra copies for resources to 
craft more. 

А sizable tutorial pits the player 
against a number of A.l. opponents 
and adds some essential cards to their 
collection. A campaign is scheduled 
to launch with the game as well. The 
additional gauntlet and forge modes 
task the player in pseudo-draft and 
competitive formats against A.l., so a 
good portion of single-player content 
options is available. 

The digital card game scene is busy, 
but Dire Wolf Digital seems to have a 
pulse on what players are looking for. 

Daniel Tack 


Absolver 
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atching footage of Absolver, 
you might think it’s a fighting 
V V game in the style of Street 
Fighter or Tekken. Each attack you 
pull off has merit on its own, but is 
more effective when you time it prop- 
erly and implement it into a combo. 

But after playing an early segment 
of Absolver at this year's PlayStation 
Experience, | found its structure has 
more in common with Dark Souls 
than a fighter. Venturing around the 
tutorial area, | stopped at small square 
of pillars | could activate to save my 
game, similar to Dark Souls’ bonfires. 
| also picked up a metal mask that 
increased my defense but affected my 
weight limit, as in Dark Souls. 

The setup works because the low 
number of enemies let me better 
appreciate Absolver's intricate 
combat. Before the game began | 
chose my character class, and each 
one has a special ability. Mine allowed 
me to enter a counter stance which 
would absorb one of my opponent's 
attacks and follow up with my own. 

1 also customized my “combo deck,” 
made up of a series of light and heavy 














attacks. Choosing a forward sweep 
let me evade most initial attacks my 
opponents threw at me. 


Absolver takes place in а 3D space, 


which means knowing when to run 
away from combat and heal up is 
also a factor. During one match with 
another person (online fights take 
place in dedicated competitive 
arenas and consist of a best-of-five 
match), | won three straight rounds 
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thanks to knowing when to run away 
and heal. 

Absolver's combat system is robust 
enough to merit a full game, but l'm 
concerned about whether engaging in 
round after round of combat will grow 
tiring, since the combat is so intricate. 
That said, Absolver definitely has my 
attention, and I'm interested in seeing 
how this fighter turns out next year. 
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82 Dead Rising 4 


Sixteen years after the Willamette Mall outbreak (and a decade since 
the first Dead Rising debuted), Frank West returns to the place where 
it all started. No longer tethered by the mall's confines — or the unre- 
lenting passage of time - players use the entirety of the Colorado 
town as their playground. Dead Rising 4 is an anarchic and satisfying 
bloodbath that fulfils the series’ promise in satisfying new ways. 
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» Concept 
‘Take Frank West back 

to where the series’ 
outbreak all started — 
and kill a few thousand 
zombies along the way 

» Graphics 

In spite of a few visual 
hiccups (and underneath 
all the gore}, it's a nice- 
looking game 


» Sound 
Frank's new voice actor 
nails his performance, 
but the standout work 
is from whoever created 
the demented new 
holiday songs 


» Playability 
Combat is simple and 
satisfying, and the 
streamlined systems 
continue to benefit 

the player 

» Entertainment 

This is the Dead Rising 
game that fans of. 
freeform exploration and 
mayhem wanted from the 
original. Clock-watchers. 
need not apply 


» Replay Value 
High 
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Dead Rising 4 


Home for the holidays 


‘gemenformer 
SILVER 


f misery factories like The Walking 

Dead have taught us anything, it's that 

people are crappy and that they're the 
real threats in a zombie-infested world. 
That may be, but some of us would 
rather experience the end of days like 
The Last Man on Earth, using the apoc- 
alypse as an excuse to ride a tricycle 
around while wearing a tuxedo jacket 
and snow pants. Dead Rising has strad- 
dled the line between horror and humor 
since its inception, and that hasn't 
changed with the fourth entry – but it's 
not shambling in the footsteps of what's 
come before. Even though we're back 
in Willamette with Frank West, Capcom 
Vancouver has infused the series with 
fresh ideas and some of the best action 
that it's had in a decade. 

Frank can't seem to stay out of the 
game, in more ways than one. Capcom 
has introduced new heroes in the Dead 
Rising series with each numbered entry, 
but they don't have the same staying 
power as the war photographer. Like a 
lot of people, | get a kick out of the lov- 
able doofus. Sure, his jokes are enough 
to make dads nod appreciatively, but 
there's something compelling about a 
hero that's always just on the edge of 
failure at any given moment. His return 
to the scene of the first game is fitting, 
though he can explore far beyond the 
mall's confines this time around. 

Гуе personally been less interested 
in Dead Rising's storylines than in its 
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Style 1-Player Action (4-Player Online) Publisher Capcom Developer Capcom Vancouver 


settings and characters, and Dead 
Rising 4 hasn't changed my opin- 

ion. Yet another conspiracy needs 
investigating, with double crosses 

and intrigue. Why have the zombies 
returned, even though the infection 
was supposed to have been stopped 
with the Zombrex drug? Is the military 
involved? Why on earth would you 

live in Willamette, anyway? Frank gets 
pulled into the mystery by one of his 
photography students, and before long 
his instincts kick back in. Players who 
have been around for the long haul may 
recognize a few names here and there, 
but you can easily start the series here 
and not feel completely lost. 

Even if the campaign's conspiracy 
feels a little rote, Willamette is the best 
playground that's been offered yet. It 
has everything you'd expect to find ina 
small town, from quirky shops to hard- 
ware store and homes - and the all-new 
Willamette Memorial Megaplex mall. 
Best of all, it's easy to navigate. Unlike 
Dead Rising 3's network of blocked-off 
freeways, the roads are clear — zombie 
hordes notwithstanding — and you can 
circle the map without leaving your car. 
You want to get out to explore the vari- 
ous shops and interior spaces, though. 
Dozens of weapon blueprints and other 
collectibles are hidden within the well- 
detailed environments, and you can do 
so at your leisure. 

Capcom Vancouver has been stream- 
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lining the core of Dead Rising since 
it took over development duties with 
Dead Rising 2. Frank has loosened up 
since the first game, where he (and 
players) had to keep a close eye on his 
watch to make sure that time didn't 

run out. Each subsequent game in the 
series has relaxed those timed ele- 
ments, with Dead Rising 4 eliminating 
them altogether. I'm sure there are 
going to be some people who cry foul 
at not having a rigid deadline in the 
background, but | appreciate the deci- 
sion. Willamette is a big place with a 
lot to explore, and it's nice to have the 
freedom without feeling like the meter is 
constantly running. You can take things 
at your own pace, knowing that when 
you're done looking for panic rooms to 
loot or photographing graffiti, the next 
mission is waiting. 

Frank's new ехозий is one of the 
game's back-of-the-box selling points, 
and it's a nice addition to his arsenal. 
These military suits let him hit harder 
and run faster, providing а brief-but- 
satisfying feeling of near-invincibilty. 
Battery life is woefully short on these 
things, however, making them more of 
a temporary power-up than anything 
else. You can also upgrade them in 
silly ways, such as combining the suit 
with a frozen-drink dispenser, which 
allows you to hurl tornadoes that turn 
vast multitudes of zombies into undead 
popsicles. | get a kick out of these 





fleeting moments of raw power — 
getting a 3,000-hit combo in the exosuit 
is easily within reach - but finding them 
and a suitable upgrade opportunity is 
disappointingly rare. For a game that's 
otherwise so generous with giving play- 
ers opportunities to feel powerful, it 
feels oddly restrictive. 

The new combo weapons are fantas- 
tic. I rarely bothered to pick up mun- 
dane tools of destruction like RPGs or 
shotguns — you can use those іп most 
shooters, after all. Few games give you 
the ability to turn enemies into piles of 
Christmas decorations with the wave of 
a wand or summon a legion of explo- 
sive garden gnomes. Improvised weap- 
ons and combo-weapon components 
are piled all over the world, and | was 
rarely unarmed. Something is almost 
always within reach, even if you have 
to resort to swinging a vacuum cleaner 
around for a little while. 

More familiar tools are also given 
an upgrade in Dead Rising 4. Frank's 
camera has been tricked out with 
a couple of new lenses, including 
night-vision and a spectrum analyzer. 
They're both used to great effect in new 
investigation-oriented gameplay, where 
you have to do a little bit of detective 
Work. These sections pop up in regular 
intervals throughout the story, challeng- 
ing the player to find a series of hidden 
clues in а highlighted area. You might 
need to get a password for a laptop, 
which you can find by using а special 
lens on a notebook and snapping a 
photo. Тнеуте a fun change of pace, 
though I had a tough time lining up the 
correct shot on a few occasions. 

The most significant tweak to the 
series is in how different weapon types 
are slotted to specific buttons rather 
than being dumped into a common 
inventory. Before now, players could 
keep one item in their hands at a time, 
whether it was a shotgun, mannequin 
limb, or hand grenade. Now ranged, 
melee, and thrown weapons have 
dedicated buttons. It's a big change to 
how you play, and works nicely. When 
you're picking off some renegade sol- 
diers at a distance and are swarmed by 
a few zombies, you can instantly knock 
them away with a spiked bat, then 


resume your shooting without having to 
cycle through your inventory. It comes 
at the cost of a little item flexibility you 
can't swing a cash register at zombies 
and then пий it when you're done — 
but I think it's a small tradeoff. Killing 
hordes of the undead is still a visceral 
thrill, whether you're doing it with a 
spiked bat or plowing through crowds 
in a hybrid tractor/wheelchair. 

Capcom Vancouver has diligently 
iterated on the franchise, revisiting 
and tweaking elements that haven't 
quite worked. That makes one of Dead 
Rising 45 prominent stumbles stand 
out even more. Previous games have 
featured memorable encounters with 
special deranged survivors, which 
served as bosses. They're called mani- 
acs here (so long, psychopaths), and 
they all are disappointments. Before, 
these challenging fights were brack- 
eted with cutscenes, showing why a 
clown may have lost his mind, and then 
paying off the fight with a gory climax. 
They were surprisingly poignant at 
times, conveying some of the damage 
that people endured during the zombie 
outbreaks. The maniacs in Dead Rising 
4 have no fanfare; they don't drop any 
exclusive weapons, and have no mem- 
orable qualities, aside from the fact that 
they might be wearing matching outfits. 
I always looked forward to meeting the 
next weirdo in the previous games, but 


dispatching each new maniac felt more 
like ticking a checklist once І realized 
how little they added to the world. 
Players also can't play through the 
campaign with а co-op buddy, which 
is something the last few games have 
supported. It makes sense from a 
storytelling perspective, but сап 
understand why some fans might 
be disappointed. A new dedicated 
multiplayer mode is set exclusively in 
the mall; you have to level up а new 
character there, but the campaign and 
multiplayer mode have some cross- 
over. Your blueprints carry over to 
multiplayer, and there you can unlock 
longer-lasting weapon variants that 
migrate back to single-player. It's a fun 
diversion, but the real meat of the game 
is still in the single-player experience. 
I've been a fan of Dead Rising since 
the first one, and my enthusiasm has 
only grown over the years. | enjoyed 
getting dirty in Dead Rising 4's madcap 
sandbox, and I'd expect that people 
who have kept up with the series will 
also have a great time wreaking havoc 
in Willamette. Players who wanted to 
get into it before but were put off by the 
time constraints should definitely give 
ita shot, too. In many ways, this is the 
game that people who just wanted to 
be a one-man zombie wrecking crew 
were probably hoping for all along. 
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Awildly different take on 
the series that embraces 
free-form combat, open- 

world exploration, and 
vast amounts of time on 
the open road 


Camera tracking is 
sometimes faulty, but 
the action is a sight to 
behold, offering nicely 
animated characters, 
huge enemies, and 
stunning weapon effects 


Some location-specific 
melodies (especially 

at truck stops) are 
shockingly bad, and fail 
to capture the essence 
of the world. The new 
orchestrated combat 
pieces fair better, and 
the long car rides 

are improved by the 
collection of old Final 
Fantasy tracks. Voice 
work is top notch 


Combat is a showpiece 
of twitch gameplay and 
RPG conventions. Each 
battle can be a blast and 
a true test of skill. Driving 
is abysmal to the point of 
being nearly unplayable 


Final Fantasy XV 
struggles mightily with 
‘open-world navigation, 
but succeeds in 
storytelling, combat, 
and in empowering the 
player. Even fishing is 
good fun 


Moderately high 
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Final Fantasy XV 


gamenfomer 
SILVER 


inal Fantasy XV is a road trip 
that comes dangerously close to 
running out of gas, coasting on 

fumes long enough to deliver a rich and 
rewarding open-world experience that 
embraces the bond of friendship just. 
as much as the thrill of hunting for rare. 
treasure and beasts. The concept of 
hitting the open road in a convertible 
with three friends is largely success- 
ful, consisting of pit stops at roadside. 
dinners, detours to lakes for a quiet 
evening of fishing, campfires under 
the stars, and expeditions through the 
wilderness to find a landmark for a 
group photo. Final Fantasy XV captures 
the atmosphere of cruising down ал 
American interstate, but also the bore- 
dom that comes from staring down 
hundreds of miles of open road, or not 
having anything more to say to the 
people in the car. If you can tolerate a 
baffling amount of time where nothing 
but travel happens, Final Fantasy XV 
is a good game that upends series 
traditions and stands as a uniquely 
satisfying adventure. 

Although much of the focus is on 
the road trip, this isn't a traditional 
coming-of-age story for the four young 
gentlemen in the car. Protagonist Prince 
Noctis is hitting the road to attend his 
wedding not by his own will, but the 
order of his father. Noctis is to wed 
Lady Lunafreya to bring two kingdoms 
together and end the threat of war. 

The narrative sticks to basic beats 
and doesn't try to overwhelm the 


1-Player Action/Role-Playing 


‘Square Enix 


player with lore or branching threads, 
something Final Fantasy XIII struggled 
with. The story ends up being a fun 
and emotional ride. The camaraderie 
between Noctis and his pals is beauti- 
fully told, as is the turmoil plaguing the 
kingdom. Like a car rolling along the. 
highway, the story doesn't dwell on 
particular moments for too long, and 
moves along at a fervent pace. Some 
big, emotional scenes are hurt by the 
push to move on, but the political 
jargon is kept to a minimum, and the 
focus is instead placed on developing 
the characters. 

1 was a big fan of Final Fantasy X's 
ensemble, but thanks to the smart (and 
often funny) dialogue, Final Fantasy 
XV's characters are my favorite in the 
series. Prompto is loud and full of bad 
jokes, but he is sweet at heart and 
easy to root for. Ignis is the father-like 
voice of reason. Gladiolus is quiet and 
reserved, but ends up being the perfect 
wingman. Noctis is a bit of а cipher 
(which deepens the disconnect in emo- 
tional moments), but is a great leader, 
and an interesting, conflicted character, 
torn between his duties to the kingdom 
and wanting a different life. 

The characters are made stronger by 
their interests, which are brilliantly sewn 
into the story and gameplay. Prompto is 
а photographer, and he snaps as many 
photos as he can throughout the trip. 
Whenever the group of friends rests for 
the night, the player can view all of the. 
images he's taken, and can even save 
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them. Ignis’ love of food is just as fun 
to follow. Whenever he sees someone 
eating a new dish, or discovers an 
ingredient, he has a “eureka” moment, 
and jots down a recipe, which can 
benefit the group with significant (albeit 
temporary) attribute bumps. 

The group's car, the Regalia, is as 
much a character as they are. Sadly, 
1 found it to be more of a thorn in the 
side of progress than the antagonist 
(who I wouldn't dare spoil). Although 
most of the game takes place on roads, 
the car cannot be controlled in a tradi- 
tional way. The top speed is roughly 50 
mph (60 with an upgrade), and its basic 
movements, like turning or changing 
lanes, are predetermined. It feels like 
it's on rails — you're more of an observer 
than a driver. The player is better off 
letting Ignis take the wheel, if fast travel 
is not available — which is often the 
case. Some trips can take upwards of 
10 minutes. During these painfully long 
rides, you even see Gladiolus read a 
book in the backseat, almost telling the 
player to do something else than pay 
attention to the game. The car design 
is а monumental blunder, especially 
given the open world doesn't consist 
of that many roads; the same paths 
are taken over and over again. The 
Regalia eventually transforms into а 
more useful flying vehicle, but not until 
after the game is completed - another 
strange decision. 

Given just how barren portions of 
the world are, | never wanted to just 


aimlessly run through it. Yes, there are 
treasures to find off of the beaten path, 
but you won't find many things to do 
along the way. Even battling monsters 
is somewhat scarce in certain regions. 

The world isn't wasted, however. 

The abundance of side missions get 
you where you need to go, and most 
are enjoyable. Yes, a good number are 
of the "fetch" variety, but Square Enix 
does a nice job of making them worth 
your time. | always felt like | was finding 
something new, unlocking new abilities, 
or stumbling upon a secret that had 
been buried for centuries. The game is 
designed with side questing and hunt- 
ing in mind, and it can be a blast if the 
player embraces these elements. Some 
tasks even take you into excellently- 
designed dungeons, complete with 
over-the-top boss battles. 

Combat is nicely crafted, offering 
a wide variety of team-based strate- 
gies on top of the need to be swift and 
skillful. Although combat feels more 
like an action game in the vein of Devil 
May Cry or God of War, RPG conven- 
tions are the foundation, and it ends up 
being an excellent hybrid experience. 
Noctis’ weapons are greatly varied in 
functionality and power, but the best 
(and flashiest) attacks are the link 
strikes that Noctis coordinates with 
his friends. Faulty camera tracking 
sometimes becomes a nuisance, as 
do objects blanketing the action, but | 
looked forward to each encounter, and 
felt most were wonderfully balanced 
and challenging. This is one of those 
games in which you use the evade 
button as much as attack, and it can 
feel great if you get in the flow of evad- 
ing or countering enemy attacks. The 
monster hunt missions are particularly 
awesome for this type of play, but | 
wish more than one could be active at 
atime. 

The battles are mostly about weapon 
play. Magic is relegated to the role of 
expendable items rather than skills, 
meaning you won't use them much 
since they are low in supply, but they 
do pack a satisfying punch (and will 





even hit your characters if you aren't 
careful). Don't expect many summons 
in battle, either. Most are tied to story 
sequences or specific conditions. The 
‘summons are a sight to be hold, always 
showcasing а Godzilla-like scale and 
high levels of destruction. 

Just as | was settling into a nice 
groove with the open world, the story 
takes a dramatic shift, and the final 
third of the game becomes a linear 
experience. | enjoyed a good portion of 
the content that unfolds in these chap- 
ters, but Final Fantasy XV's attempt at 
stealth is clunky and frustrating, and 
is unfortunately the backbone of the 
game's longest chapter, which sees 
Noctis investigating a lead on his own. 

I love that Square took chances in 
changing up the action and tried to 
sync it up with story developments, 

but the result is the feeling that two 
games were mashed together — the 
‘open-world experience and the act that 
follows. That isn’t a bad thing, but it 
was a startling revelation that | wasn't 
prepared for. 

Everything you do is funneled 
through an awesome leveling system, 
where ability points are exchanged for 
meaningful upgrades for Noctis and 
crew. From unlocking powerful new 


= 





techniques to smaller assists like AP 
points being rewarded for driving or 
winning chocobo races, | was always 
looking to do as much as possible to 
earn more abilities. This isn't a game of 
weapon or armor-collecting - you won't 
find much of that outside of Noctis" 
armaments, which are tied to the criti- 
cal path. Most boosts in power come 
from ability enhancements or upgrades, 
a design | didn't think | would like, but 
ended up appreciating immensely by 
the time the credits ran, as my party 
had become a serious wrecking crew. 

Final Fantasy XV is unlike any RPG 
or open-world experience I've played 
before. It succeeds and struggles in 
finding its unique stance, but a few 
problematic designs don't hold it back 
from being a hell of a journey. Just days 
after playing it, I find myself reflecting 
on it fondly. The thoughts of that damn 
car are recessed and blanketed by 
Noctis’ journey and some of the stun- 
ning moments that unfolded within it. 
I wasn't a fan of Final Fantasy Xlll's 
sequels, but | hope Square returns 
with another XV ora similarly designed 
sequel to iron out the rough spots. 
There's а solid foundation here that 
begs to be explored further. 

Andrew Reiner 
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‘Take ideas from Ico and 
‘Shadow of the Colossus 
and bind them together 
with the fascinating 
bond between a boy and 
his beast 


Trico's lifelike 
‘movements and 
expressions steal 

the spotlight, but the 
environments are 

also fun to take in. 
Framerate issues are 
occasionally distracting 


Beastly roars and 
whimpers help make 
‘Trico believable. The 

soundtrack punctuates 
key moments well 


Platforming as the boy 
is occasionally spotty, 
but Trico's inability to 

consistently follow your 
‘commands drags the 
experience down more 
than anything else 


‘The Last Guardian forges 
а connection between 
the player and Trico 
unlike anything else in 
gaming. You need to 
experience it, despite its 
problems in other areas 


Moderate 
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The Last Guardian 


A giant on unstable ground 


1-Player Puzzle/Platforming 


veryone loves a decisive victory, 
but sometimes the close calls 
are even more exciting. Maybe 

the race ends with a photo finish, 
or a last-second point at the buzzer 
decides the game. Uncertainty along 
the way makes you appreciate suc- 
cess even more, and that's the feeling 
1 was left with after completing The 
Last Guardian. Repetitive puzzles, 
uneven pacing, and imprecise соп- 
trols make the journey rough. Amid 
the frustration, a remarkable bond 
gradually builds intensity; by time the 
credits roll, it shines through dark 
spots and makes The Last Guardian's 
triumphs especially memorable. 

You've probably seen some of what 
The Last Guardian has to offer in other 
games, especially if you've played Ico 
and Shadow of the Colossus (the рге- 
vious titles from creator Fumito Ueda). 
Playing as a boy exploring ancient 
ruins, you climb chains, pull levers, 
and find arcane devices. However, 
you are accompanied by a large myth- 
ical beast called Trico, and the pres- 
ence of this companion is at the core 
of what makes this journey unique. 

From the moment | saw Trico — 
injured and bound - the creature 
seemed alive in a way games have 
never captured. From its roars and 
apprehension as you approach to 
how its chest moves when it breathes, 
details large and small make the 
improbable beast seem real. The 
team clearly studied a veritable 


Sony Interactive Entertainment 


menagerie - dogs, cats, birds — to 
create Trico's captivating manner- 
isms. Depending on the situation, 

it exhibits playfulness, protective- 
ness, terror, and a broad range of 
other responses - all communicated 
through uncanny animation. 

Trico moves through the world with 
surprising ease; it only got hitched 
up on the geometry once in my play- 
through. Most of the time, it casu- 
ally ducks its head under doorways, 
perches on pillars, and lumbers 
through corridors. Making a creature 
of Trico's size navigate this environ- 
ment naturally must have been an 
enormous technical challenge, but 
it works - as long as you don't get 
underfoot too often. | frequently had 
to pause and marvel at the degree 
to which this massive beast seemed 
to belong in the fantastic locations 
around it. 

Trico's lifelike qualities serve a 
purpose beyond being technically 
impressive. They play a critical role in 
building the connection at the center 
of The Last Guardian. This game isn't 
just an extended escort mission; as 
the boy and Trico spend more time 
together, their interactions create a 
compelling sense of camaraderie. You 
feed it when you can, and it helps you 
make impossible jumps over danger- 
ous chasms. It fights off haunted suits 
of armor, and you tend to its injuries. 
These exchanges keep the partner- 
ship from feeling one-sided, and the 
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relationship gets stronger as the tale 
unfolds, due mainly to Trico's word- 
less prompts and reactions. With 
moments ranging from light and goofy 
to heavy and heart-wrenching, I've 
never played a game that so ейес- 
tively conveys a bond between human 
and animal. 

Unfortunately, | had to cling to that 
kernel of positivity frequently during 
my playthrough. As successful as The 
Last Guardian is conceptually and 
emotionally, the more practical ele- 
ments crumble like so many ancient 
bridges under Trico's weight. For a 
game built on the sole idea of giving 
commands to a giant monster, the 
mechanics of controlling Trico are 
woefully inconsistent. You might tell 
Trico to jump to a ledge three times, 
only to have it stare at you or walk off 
in the opposite direction - then oblige 
on your fourth try. Getting it to obey 
you feels like you're managing a dis- 
obedient pet, which isn't fun. 

This is more than an annoyance, 
since it actively interferes with your 
ability to progress. At one point, 

Trico refused my repeated requests 
to jump to a ledge, so | assumed | 
was on the wrong track and spent 15 
minutes wandering around looking 
for other solutions. However, | was 
right the first time; after desperately 
trying the command yet again from 
the same position, the beast obeyed 
and | was able to keep going. This 
defiance doesn't feel like a quirky part 


rally, your goal 
ough detours anc 
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of Trico's personality; it feels like the 
controls aren't working. While this 
problem doesn't taint every step of 
the journey, it was persistent enough 
to significantly hinder my enjoyment. 
My other major complaint is the 
puzzle variety. Your tools to deal with 
obstacles rarely change or expand, 
and you can only climb so many 
towers or pull so many switches to 
open gates for Trico before the act- 
ions get repetitive. On a few occa- 
sions, you finish one puzzle, and then 
move on to solve a practically identi- 
cal one in the next room with only 
slight changes. Also, the situations 
rarely require much thought or exper- 
imentation; the only times | got stuck 
were when Trico wasn't doing what it 
was supposed to. On the other hand, 
your companion's presence can add 
зоте extra urgency - like saving 
Trico from peril, or letting it save you — 
which adds some variation. Even with 


some unsatisfying busywork, several 
puzzles stand out as interesting and 
clever (I especially liked one "aha!" 
moment in the water), but the amount 
of filler between them throws the 
pacing off. 

Though the action wears thin, 
the world around you never does. 
Crumbling pillars surround scenic 
pools, rickety bridges extend from 
towers, and magical artifacts glow 
with menace. | enjoyed drinking in 
the scenery and speculating about 
the connections between this game 
and its predecessors; just like in Ico 
and Shadow of the Colossus, you 
explore decaying structures that 
imply an eerie, unspoken narrative 
from long ago. As for Trico and the 
boy's tale in the present, І can only 
say this without spoiling too much: 
It's a contemplative journey focused 
оп teamwork and friendship, with 
minimal (yet impactful) story beats. 


It took me about 12 hours to finish, 
and the conclusion left me satisfied. 
In the moments I was cursing 
Trico's stubbornness or rolling my 
eyes at another closed gate, | was 
disappointed in The Last Guardian. 
Maybe these problems are related to 
the game's long development, but 
even if that's true, | can't say that the 
extended wait was altogether bad. 
All that time resulted in a polished 
emotional core that redeems the 
experience, because ultimately The 
Last Guardian isn't about pulling 
switches or leaping over gaps. It's 
about your smile when you see Trico 
doing something silly, your compas- 
sion when you watch it struggle, and 
your relief when the creature shows 
up at just the right time. That's what 
you get here that you can't find any- 
where else, and it is enough to make 
The Last Guardian worth playing. 
Joe Juba 
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» Concept 
Give players a range of 


» Graphics 
Steep contains some 
stunning scenery — all 
‘without loading 

» Sound 

Your character's random. 
sayings are tiresome, but 
you can always switch to 
another preset character. 
The mountains themselves 
have monologues, which 
is interesting. 

» Playabllity 

Pulling off tricks and 
controlling your avatar 

is easy enough, but 

you get caught on the 
environment, and I 

wish there was a quick 
reset option like when 
you go off the track in a 
racing game 

» Entertainment 

‘You won't have to look 
hard to find what this 
game has to offer, from its 
extreme situations to more 
subtle pleasures 


» Replay Value 
High 


steep 


Mountain high 


dh 
Е МЕЕ 
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gest advantage — and initially, its 
biggest deterrent. Letting players 
loose in a playground has limitations 
if you're not intrinsically interested in 
the four available sports: skiing, snow- 
boarding, paragliding, and wingsuiting. 
To be honest, | don't have an explicit 
interest in these sports, so | wondered 
exactly what the game would have in 
store for me. But Steep has a charm 
that transcends that narrow question 
through its world design, accessible 
gameplay, and transmission of a certain 
joie de vivre that itself is a hard concept 
to create and convey. 

Steep's volume of challenges is 
admirable, as is the scale of its open 
world, encompassing seven mountains. 
within the European Alps, but it's what 
the game does with it all that is more. 
impressive. The timed and checkpoint 
races, trick score-o-ramas, and follow- 
me events are old hat, but the terrain 
of the world livens these templates. 
Jagged crevices that don't look like 
you could squeeze a quarter between 
them make you hold your breath as 
you dive through in your wingsuit. 
Minefields of snow-covered rocks and 
moguls launch you in the air and test. 
your timing. These kinds of breathtak- 
ing and demanding stretches are not 
manicured only for preset challenges; 
wander around freely and you experi- 
ence plenty of this varied and engaging 
topography. From here you can create 
your own events and see those which 
players you're connected with have 
come up with themselves. 

The navigation tools and options are a 
vital part of enjoying the world. Players 


T he simplicity of Steep is its big- 


can restart challenges or see the entire 
world map at any point, and fitting from 
one thing to the next without loading 

is part of the fun. Not too long into ће 
game, you can buy helicopter tickets 
that take you virtually anywhere, and 
designated drop points not only point 
you to fun areas but must be found as 
part of the game's explorer spirit. Also, 
being able to drop into different points 
and replay a run makes sure you're 
diving right into the good stuff. The one 
tool | wish Steep's world map had is а 
filter for specific events and locations. 

Everything you do in the game 
contributes to an overall level system 
broken down into different buckets 
representing types of experiences 
like exploration, daredevil-type stuff, 
tricks, and even ЫЙ. From here you 
can spend your earned credits on 
a bunch of customization items like 
outfits and cosmetic equipment. The 
system opens up the different moun- 
tains, but Steep does a good job of 
doling out challenges here and there 
even on mountains that you haven't 
fully unlocked, so you're not stuck 
grinding XP at a specific location just to 
get elsewhere. 

The gameplay of the sports them- 
selves fits comfortably within Steep’s 
larger, well-crafted structure. All of them 
are easy to pick up and play and get to 
the meat of what they're about. Skiing 
and snowboarding offer a similar expe- 
rience (it's up to you which you prefer), 
the wingsuit conveys its death-defying 
rush, and the paragliding is peace- 
ful but also requires skill. They aren't 
without their shortcomings, however. | 
wish you could run faster on foot, there 


should be a quick reset feature to keep 
you from tumbling forever down the 
mountain when you fall, and it's too 
easy to get stuck on buildings and in 
some angular parts of the topography. 
Beyond that, Steep's trick system is 
about accessibility. It's not a game of 
Tony Hawk or Skate-style intricacies, 
and therefore Steep's tricks don't pro- 
duce the kind of awe or self-satisfaction 
when performed. 

Without the pure granular gratification 
of its tricks, Steep’s feast resides in its 
many moments. Enjoying a beautiful 
vista, surviving a suicidal bombing run 
down the side of a mountain, or uncov- 
ering a new area and being rewarded 
for it — this is what keeps me coming 
back. One memorable moment was 
during a seemingly routine paraglid- 
ing event following an NPC. 1 normally 
find these kinds of challenges relatively 
boring, but in this case | mastered 
riding the wind gusts up the side of the 
mountain through dangerous, craggy 
spires. Upon landing, | warmly reflected 
on the subtlety of an experience that 
not only contained tense gameplay and 
gorgeous scenery, but which elicited 
а quality of enjoying-the-moment that 
isn't easy to achieve. 

This kind of exalted occurrence can 
also be found throughout the game 
in its daring, life-or-death sequences 
and even the simplicity of earning 
co-op XP by easily pairing up with up 
to three real-life friends or strangers 
and just exploring the world or doing 
tricks within proximity of each other. | 
honestly wasn't expecting to find such 
а harmony with Steep's wide world, but 
it's definitely there. » Matthew Kato 





The Walking Dead: A New Frontier — 
Ties That Bind Parts | & Il 


New faces, familiar struggles 
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ith the abundance of zombies 
people with the undead is chal- 
lenging. Blood is shed, fragile mental 
states break, lives are lost, and some- 
how people press on despite the worst 
of circumstances. Telltale's The Walking 
Dead has tried to make things feel dif- 
ferent by focusing its zombie adventure 
on relationships, making tough choices, 
and allowing the player to role-play 
different characters. A New Frontier 
continues these efforts, and they usually 
work, but sometimes déjà vu creeps 
in, making scenes less impactful. You 
can only see so many deaths and safe 
havens before it all feels the same. 

In season one, we took control of Lee 
Everett, a man who formed a touching 
bond with a little girl named Clementine. 
Season two allowed us to step into 
Clementine's shoes and experience 
the situation from a child's perspective. 
Telltale's third season puts us in the role 
of Javier, a man whose life has been 
опа downward spiral, with Clementine 
becoming more of a sidekick in his 
journey. In many ways, A New Frontier 
is about the mysteries surrounding 
the pair, and that’s how Telltale keeps 
you intrigued. 

The opening two episodes set the 
stage for the new adventure. They have 
everything you've come to expect from 
Тһе Walking Dead: shocking deaths, 
intense betrayals, and split-second 
decisions to second-guess. Ties That 
Bind mostly focuses on familial bonds — 
the risks we take for the people we love 
and how far we're willing to go to put 
another's life above our own. The story 
begins with background on Javier, who 
comes home after taking a wrong turn 
in his life, but Тана keeps the secret 
lingering as to exactly what happened. 
Then time skips ahead to Javier on the 
road with his niece, nephew, and sister- 
in-law, fleeing from a large swarm of 
walkers. Javier is а likeable protagonist; 
you can tell he cares about his family 
and will do whatever he can to keep 
them safe. However, we don't know the 
secrets that lurk in his past. He reminds 
of me Lee in that way — something feels 
inherently good about him, but you 
know he hasn't lived a perfect life. 

‘Season three has flashback sequ- 
ences which slowly provide more 
information about the past, including 


Clementine’s. At the end of season 
two, she could end up in three different 
scenarios depending on your choices. 
These choices are addressed in the 
flashbacks, allowing you to see what's 
happened to Clementine since we last 
saw her. | won't spoil anything, but 
Clementine has definitely seen some 
hard times, and she's a different person 
because of it. | enjoyed this character 
development, as it's clear the apoca- 
lypse has taken its toll on her over time. 
However, | wish my season two ending 
choices mattered more than they 
appear so far. 

Once Clementine and Javier meet, 
they get in bigger trouble when they 
encounter a dangerous and mysteri- 
ous gang. The plot kept me invested 
enough, despite some eye-rolling 
scenes (like when Javier and his sister- 
in-law smoke pot while the kids are 
asleep). Be prepared for a slow drip 
of information; the plot setup takes 
awhile, but it makes the bigger reveals 
pay off later. 

If you've played previous seasons, 
you know what to expect from Telltale's 
gameplay. QTEs execute all melee 
actions, and you need to aim your 
gun and click a button to fire at zom- 
bies. Searching the environment for 
objects to solve problems and chatting 
with characters to build relationships 
remains a big element. To Telltale's 
credit, searching is a lot better thanks 
to the interactive objects standing out 





better. І never felt like | was wandering 
around aimlessly just to find the next 
object to advance the plot. The best 
choices still come when you've got 
very limited time to respond, caus- 

ing you to second-guess what you've 
done in the heat of the moment, espe- 
cially when your options are to try to 
talk it through or reach for your gun. 

| was constantly juggling the feeling of 
wanting to be peaceful, but worrying if 
1 didn't strike first, something even 
more awful would occur. 

My biggest complaint is that some 
dialogue options don't lead where you 
intend them to. For instance, | chose 
to stand up for a certain character, but 
that led to Javier exposing one of that 
person's secrets and straining the rela- 
tionship. It may add unpredictability, but 
it's a problem when characters act the 
opposite of what you intend. 

Everything leads up to a hell of a 
cliffhanger, making me intrigued to see 
what happens next. I just hope Telltale 
doesn't disappoint with its result, as in 
the past some of the cliffhangers һауе 
had unsatisfying resolutions, not altering 
the story as much as | expected. While 
some things remain predictable, like 
needing to constantly look for resources 
or evil people showing up at the worst 
times, Telltale does a good job with its 
reveals and twists. As long as they con- 
tinue to lead to interesting places, I'm 
on board for the rest of season three. 

» Kimberley Wallace 
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» Concept 
Introduce new 
protagonist Javier and 
get reacquainted with 
Clementine as they fight 
for survival 


» Graphics 
The visuals are what 
we've come to expect. 
from the series, for better 
and worse. At the very 
least, diverse characters 
make the world 

feel realistic 


» Sound 
Outstanding voice 
performances sell 
every scene 


» Playabi 
Point-and-click controls 
get the job done, making 
it easy to pick up and 
play. However, some 
may struggle with the 
time-sensitive QTEs 

and decisions 





» Entertainment 
‘The two-episode opener 
does its job at getting 
your interest back into 
the series and kindling 
your curiosity 

» Replay Value 
Moderate 
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Joumey to the top of 
the Tower of Barbs 
‘while taking on 
bosses, upgrading 
gear, and battling other 
players’ characters 


The tower's visuals 

feel dated, but the 
‘unique and bizarre style 
salvages it 


Ап extensive soundtrack 
‘complements the rising 
action, growing tension, 
and haunting scenery 


Just figuring out how the 
game works is a lengthy 
process. An unfriendly 
Ul and no direct tutoring 
for several important 
aspects make things 
somewhat inaccessible, 
іп addition to long 

load times 


‘Those looking for a 
challenging game 

with lots of variety, 
bizarre but interesting 
characters and settings, 
and a compelling, 
addictive loot loop will 
walk away satisfied 


High 
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Let It Die 


1-Player Action 


nplugging your first character 

from the Matrix-style tubing 

and setting off into the sky-high 
Tower of Barbs is a daunting, strange 
task. Scooping up mouthfuls of exotic 
mushrooms, battling an endless 
stream of foes with scavenged red- 
hot irons, and attempting to stave off 
death until the next elevator check- 
point is just the beginning of a layered 
adventure that pits you against deadly 
traps, bosses, and other players in 
asynchronous high-stakes combat. 

At the core of Let It Die із combat, 
brutal and bloody. Fighting feels like 
"Dark Souls lite," with essential dodg- 
ing and parrying as you attempt to 
land that "goretastic" finishing move 
on an enemy for extra rewards. It's 
not as robust as a Souls title; many 
enemy attack patterns can be gamed 
with simple draw-out and parry, the 
“lock on” combat targeting is danger- 
ous to use in melee, and the gunplay 
isn’t fantastic. While it’s far from 
perfect, the combat (and the different 
playstyles it supports) is a satisfying 
element weaved in with the rest of the 
progression and reward loop. 

‘Assembling and outfitting your 
roster of slayers, explorers, and 
dungeon-climbers is fun. The loot 
loop is tantalizing, and because some 
elements of each floor are random, it 
rarely gets boring. 

Unlike a traditional roguelike, death 
doesn't need to be the end, as you 
can pay a price in gold to bring your 
character back with all their levels and 
loot. Alternatively – and most insidi- 
ously — when you can use real money 
to bring them back to life right on the 
spot, allowing you to continue. This 
also means you can just brute-force 
your way through with your wallet, if 
you can afford it. While this isn’t a big 





Grasshopper Manufacture 


deal for a single life now and then, 
taking on something much stron- 

ger than you costs a pretty penny. | 
became frustrated with the system 
when dying to а high-level player 
character, ranged weapon salvo, or 
other situations with almost no chance 
to survive, only to be offered this cash 
"solution" to save myself a significant 
amount of progress and time. 

Let It Die offers a steady trickle of 
cash currency for daily logins and 
quests, but the ease of coming back 
instantly over and over for a price feels 
like poor implementation bordering 
on predatory, especially as an exploit- 
able crutch to take on bosses to make 
progress and gain new unlocks, take 
on a Jackal hunter (incredibly powerful 
characters with insane gear), or just 
prevent the pain of grinding out hun- 
dreds of thousands of gold to bring a 
beloved character back to play. 

The gameplay systems are 
explained over the course of a lengthy 
tutorial that mostly works. The higher 
you progress, the more options you 
unlock, including higher-tier fighters, 
vending machine boosts, and custom- 
izable decals to augment your roster 
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of punishers. Of particular note is the 
Tokyo Death Metro, which allows you 
to invade other player’s headquar- 
ters and rob them of resources. This 
player-vs-player system is fun, and 
feels quite similar to base-bashing 
mobile games like Clash of Clans, with 
players selecting and representing 

a faction (states, countries, etc.) to 
create larger wars. 

Let It Die features a compelling loot 
loop with plenty of customization for 
your roster of combatants, over-the- 
top and odd characters and settings, 
akiller soundtrack, and fun, intense 
exploration punctuated by frenzied 
combat with unusual weapons. Long 
load times, especially when quickly 
moving up and down floors in suc- 
cession or engaging in Tokyo Death 
Metro, take a serious toll on the fun, 
and the fact that the seemingly fair 
free-to-play model allows anyone 
with a big bank account to smash 
bosses, eliminate research times, 
and basically just breeze through 
situations where non-paying players 
may falter is a serious hindrance to 
being the amazing game it could be. 


Kingdom Hearts HD 2.8 
Final Chapter Prologue 


A great collection leading into what comes next 
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fter various spin-offs and re- 
releases, the buildup to Kingdom 
Hearts ЇЇ has been nothing if not 
drawn out. Kingdom Hearts Il launched 
more than a decade ago, and a whole 
new generation of gamers can play the 
early entries thanks to HD remasters on 
PS3 (and later this year on the PS4). 
Final Chapter Prologue should be the 
last new remaster before Kingdom 
Hearts Ill; it includes Dream Drop 
Distance (originally a 30$ exclusive) 
for the first time on the big screen. 
Additionally, an episode starring Aqua 
and a mini-movie, which shows how 
this crazy journey all began, are both 
new for this entry. As convoluted as 
the Kingdom Hearts storyline is, after 
playing through this collection, | have а 
clearer understanding of the narrative 
leading into Kingdom Hearts Ill. Even 
without the extra story context, Final 
Chapter Prologue is fun on its own, and 
‘Square Enix did a wonderful job making 
this a worthwhile collection and not just 
a port of Dream Drop Distance. 

The most appealing part of the collec- 
tion is A Fragmentary Passage, which 
follows Aqua after the events of Birth 
By Sleep. The episode took me about 
three hours to complete, but if you col- 
lect every treasure, you can extend that 
an extra hour. Aqua is one of my favorite 
characters due to her selflessness and 
determination to save the world, and 
getting some resolution to her story 
was satisfying. | won't spoil anything, 
but playing the episode only makes me 
more excited for what potential role she 
might play in Kingdom Hearts ІІ. 

A Fragmentary Passage takes you 
through various levels, each with its own 
gimmick. For instance, in the first world, 
Aqua must locate five clock gears, plat- 
forming on high ledges and rooftops, 
while battling enemies to achieve them. 
In another, she must go through mir- 
rors and uses their reflections to create 
ledges or manipulate gravity. Square 
Enix says A Fragmentary Passage uses 
development tools similar to Kingdom 
Hearts Ill, showing off more expansive 
environments and the ease of getting 
around them using the air slide and a 
powerful double jump, so it's almost а 
first look at how the tech has advanced 
for the upcoming entry. It makes me 
excited for Kingdom Hearts 1/5 explora- 
tion. The episode also shows off the 








smoothest combat I've experienced in 
the series, playing out in a faster, more 

fluid pace. Camera issues didn't plague 
me as much as past entries have, either. 

While some cool boss fights, like a 
titan that takes up most of the land- 
scape and a tower of Heartless that 
morph into different shapes, test your 
skills, these baddies often repeat 
through the short levels, and a lot of the 
objectives feel ike busy work. You're 
never just locating one thing = it's usu- 
ally five, or backtracking to get what 
you need, The journey is breezy, so if 
you're looking for a challenge, | гесот- 
mend starting on Proud Mode. You can 
unlock Critical Mode after completing A 
Fragmentary Passage on any mode for 
the highest challenge, which really tests 
your combat prowess. 

A Fragmentary Passage isn't perfect, 
but I'm glad Square Enix included 
completely new content, and dressing 
up Aqua by completing challenges is 
a fun bonus. My Aqua ended up wear- 
ing Minnie Mouse ears and having 
a red-and-white dress with ribbons 
to match. At the end of the episode, 

a lengthy scene (presumably from 
Kingdom Hearts Ill) allows you to 
finally see the characters embark on 
the next part of their journey, which is 
really what we've been waiting all this 
time for — to see that Kingdom Hearts’ 
plot is moving forward instead of 
explaining past elements. 

The collection also features an HD 
movie, Kingdom Hearts Back Cover, 
which runs a little over an hour. The 
movies in these collections haven't 
always been that impressive, and | was 
skeptical knowing that this was based 
оп a mobile game's story, but Square 
Enix really spruced it up. It's the best 





Style 1-Player Action/Role-Playing Publisher Square Enix Developer Square Enix Release January 24 Rating E 10+ 





movie featured in all the HD collections 
up to this point, and sheds worth- 
while light on the series’ early history 
and how the prophecy of darkness 
affected the Foretellers. The movie 

is a good look at what set the events 
of Kingdom Hearts into motion, and 
has some memorable betrayals and 
action sequences, as everyone tries to 
do what they think is right to save the 
world from its dark fate. 

Dream Drop Distance HD is the 
part of the collection you can sink the 
most time into, and Square Enix has 
made plenty of enhancements and 
changes to get the 3DS game running 
smoothly on console. The battles are 
faster-paced, the camera benefits 
from a larger screen, and load times 
are improved from the original hand- 
held version. The controls are also 
better on the PS4, feeling less clunky. 
Square Enix updated the minigames 
and abilities that previously used the 
3DS' touchscreen, although it’s not 
always an improvement. For instance, 
the reality-shift slingshot worked much 
better with touch controls, and petting 
your Dreameaters felt more natural 
with a stylus. Still, this version is far 
from just a visual upgrade (although 
it does look fantastic on PS4). For 
those who haven't played Dream Drop 
Distance, or want a refresher, this is 
the best way to go. 

Final Chapter Prologue is a solid col- 
lection that | enjoyed playing, and got 
me more excited for Kingdom Hearts 
Ill due to how it sets up everything 
so wonderfully. | wish I were playing 
Kingdom Hearts Ill instead of another 
remaster, but this is the best collec- 
tion for getting you prepped for what's 
ahead. » Kimberley Wallace 





8.5. 


» Concept 
Provide a PS4 remaster 
of Dream Drop Distance 
alongside new content that 
teases Kingdom Hearts Ш 
» Graphics 

The series looks the 
best it ever has, with 
crisp visuals and 
detailed environments 

» Sound 

Solid voice performances 
and appropriate melodies 
propel the experience 
The controls are the 
smoothest they've been 
in the series, keeping 
the fast-paced combat at 
its best. 

» Entertainment 

A fun collection that 
connects the events 

that lead into Kingdom 
Hearts Ш 


» Replay Value 
Moderate 


What's In 2.87 
‘The only previous game 
included in Kingdom 
Hearts 2.8 is Dream Drop 
Distance; it does not 
have Kingdom Hearts I 
or II in it. If you want to 
play those, you need to 
buy Kingdom Hearts 1.5 
and 2.5 for PlayStation 
3, or wait for the an- 
nounced PS4 versions. 
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8.25 


» Concept 
Design and manage your 
own theme park, and 
then refine the thrills to 
keep your visitors dizzy 
with fun 


» Graphics 
Zooming out to look at 
your theme park from a 
distance is rewarding, 
and zooming in to watch 
people walk about is 
equally fun 

Sound 

‘The generic-but-upbeat 
soundtrack makes this 
the perfect podcast game 


Playability 
Frontier Developments” 
easy-to-use creation 
systems offers a variety 
of ways to customize 
the theme park of 

your dreams 

» Entertainment 

This is as close as you 
can get to visiting 

an actual theme 

park without leaving 
your home 


Replay Value 
High 
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Planet Coaster 


A walk in the theme park 


Style 1-Player Simulation Publisher Frontier Developments Developer Frontier Developments Release November 17 Rating NR 


ible ability to transport visitors 

to magical new worlds. | find it 
hard to walk through Disney World's 
fairy-dust-sprinkled streets without 
dreaming about the amazing attrac- 
tions I'd cook up if | only had a billion 
dollars and a team of Imagineers оп 
payroll. Planet Coaster is a theme- 
park creation toolkit that helps scratch 
that itch. While this simulated theme 
park proves that managing your own 
wonderland isn’t all fun and games, its 
nearly limitless creation tools allow for 
some grand displays sure to inspire 
the tycoons of tomorrow. 

Planet Coaster is almost a misno- 
mer. While roller coasters are certainly 
a star attraction for any theme park, 
that's only one element in Planet 
Coaster's larger diorama. Frontier 
Developments (of Roller Coaster 
Tycoon fame) has created a complete 
theme-park simulator that allows you 
to customize little details (like the 
speed of your tilt-a-whirl) while man- 
aging a staff and funding advertise- 
ment campaigns to attract the masses 
across the country. 

Of course, those masses get most 
excited about roller coasters that send 
their stomachs into zero-g. Planet 
Coaster's roller-coaster-creation set 
seems intimidating at first, but it's 
easy to use. | found it simple to lay 
out a track, add loops or hills, and 
then add extra curves and twists to 
every inch of the track. During my 
time with Planet Coaster, | discovered 
I was a sadistic designer who took a 
little too much pride in the fact that 
guests would often step off rides and 
immediately vomit, but | also never 
felt restricted while creating these 


Т heme parks have the incred- 
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horror shows. 

Those who suffer from the blank- 
page syndrome might find inspiration 
by editing one of Planet Coaster's 
extensive premade tracks. The game 
also offers great feedback on your 
creations, so you know if your coaster 
isn't obeying the laws of physics or 
ifit's too twisty and will make your 
guests sick. | found it very handy 
that | could automatically smooth out 
bumpy sections or autocomplete my 
tracks once my creative juices had 
started to run low. 

The elasticity of Planet Coaster's 
creation tools extends into the rest of 
the park. You can populate your play- 
ground with a variety of non-coaster 
rides, band stands, and shops. A wide 
array of scenery allows you to create 
sci-fi utopias, wild west sideshows, or 
pirate getaways. | ran into a few prob- 
lems laying paths across my parks 
and connecting a ride's exit back to 
the main park, but for the most part 
the only limit | felt while creating my 





theme parks was my own imagination. 
As a creation kit, Planet Coaster 
is impressive. Unfortunately, as a 
management sim, the game feels like 
а slow ride on a carousel. You over- 
see everything from the price of your 
ticket sales, to the amount of money 
you spend on advertisements, to what 
new ride technology to research next; 
but making sure you have enough 
janitors to clean up after your guests 
isn't nearly as exciting as building a 
death-defying new coaster. A career 
mode lets you jump through a series 
of pre-made parks and complete a 
series of tasks to rejuvenate each 
park, but these objectives are often 
boring or tedious, so you're better off 
creating your own park from scratch. 
Planet Coaster offers few carrots 
to continue to expand your park 
outside of the sheer joy of creation. 
Thankfully, Planet Coaster has so 
many tools available that that creating 
your own worlds of fun is often its own 
reward. » Ben Reeves 





super Mario 


Hitting the stumbling block 


Run 


Style 1-Player Action Publisher Nintendo Developer Nintendo Release December 15 Rating 4+ 


Mario's mustachioed face on my 
iPhone screen is a visual | didn't 
think | would ever see. On the few 
occasions Mario has left the comfort 
of a Nintendo platform, it ended in 
disaster. It's impossible to ignore the 
vast number of smartphone users, 
however, so he finally acquiesced to 
a mobile move. Super Mario Run is 
thankfully not a disaster on iOS. In 
fact, it left me wanting more, to a fault. 
Mario is the king of platforming, and 
he expertly retains that reputation 
for his jump to mobile. Mario Run is 
simplified by only having one input — 
jump. Mario runs on his own, and the 
player taps the screen to jump. You 
can bounce back and forth between 
walls, hit bounce pads to vault up 
into the air, or land on pause buttons 
to achieve the proper timing to pass 
obstacles. You also vault over enemies 
and up waste-high ledges automati- 
cally, which is odd at first but proves 
its value (and challenge) as you play. 
Landing on enemies’ heads becomes 
an opportunity to reach difficult areas 
or coins or give you a speed boost. 
Thanks to the automatic momentum 
when you're running full-speed, chain- 
ing Goomba stomps together and 
grabbing every coin, it makes you feel 
like you're a skilled Mario speedrunner. 
The feeling is rewarding, and it’s one | 
encountered often in my playthrough. 
World Tour mode only has 24 levels, 
which is disappointing consider- 
ing how short the levels are. Each of 
those stages has three collections of 


T he Nintendo logo followed by 


difficult-to-grab coins. When you grab 
the first set, you can replay the level 
to grab а new one, and then again to 
grab the last set. Finding these coins 
is difficult, and going for the last set 
rearranges the levels in interesting 
ways, such as adding new platforms 
and blocks that create new paths. | 
enjoyed seeking out these difficult-to- 
find coins initially, but grew weary of 
having to replay the levels, especially 
when it became clear that revisiting 
them is where Run intends players to 
invest most of their time. 

Outside of the main campaign, 
Kingdom Builder and Toad Rally герге- 
sent your main incentive to keep play- 
ing Mario Run after saving Princess 
Peach. Kingdom Builder lets you buy 
decorations with coins and arrange 
your own Mushroom Kingdom. You 
can open up more items in the store 
by adding Toads to your town by play- 
ing Toad Rally. Using tickets earned 
in World Tour mode, Toad Rally lets 


you play the levels on a timer to 
compete for high scores with friends, 
collect coins, and get Toads. | found 
little joy in decorating my kingdom, 
outside of adding the expensive time- 
consuming unlocks that let you play ав 
other characters, like Yoshi and Luigi. 
A loop exists here (play levels, get 
coins and Toads, make your kingdom 
prettier, repeat), but it never hooked 
me, as the majority of unlocks are 
purely aesthetic. 

Super Mario Run hits its stride when 
you're making your way through new 
levels. The platforming is great, and the 
level design surprised me on multiple 
occasions. In these moments, | forgot 
I was playing a mobile translation ої 
Mario. That fades fast, unfortunately, 
as Princess Peach was kissing me on 
the cheek thanking me for my service 
just as | felt | was getting started. 
Rewards exist for replaying those 
levels repeatedly, but they simply aren't 
enough for me. » Kyle Hill 
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Concept 

Mario goes mobile in 
a sub-category of the 
platformer genre 


Graphics 
Mario looks great on 105, 
even if the art direction 
is indistinguishable from 
the New Super Mario 
aesthetic established 10 
years ago 

Sound 
The remixes of classic 
Mario tunes are high- 
quality, and the sound 
effects are exactly how 
you remember them 


Playability 

You tap to jump while 
auto-running. The 
gameplay works great 
and leaves plenty of 
‘opportunity for advanced 
platforming and 
surprising levels 

» Entertainment 
Mario's jump to a non- 
Nintendo platform is 

a smooth one in the 
gameplay department. 
The levels are great, but 
there aren't enough, 
and replaying them 
does not lead to a 
worthwhile reward. 


» Replay Value 
Moderately high. 
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7.15 | Super Mario Maker 


Platform 3DS Release December 2 Rating E 


Much of the charm of the console 
game (like its easy-to-use creation 
tools and perfect platforming) makes 
it over to the 3DS. However, one of its 
most important features did not make 
the transition: sharing levels online. 
— Kyle Hilliard 


6.75 | Dragon Ball Fusions 


Platform 3DS Release November 22 Rating T 


Fusions stands out in the library 
of Dragon Ball video games as an 
interesting entry in the otherwise 
fighting-game-heavy collection. It is 
charming in its willingness to innovate 
within Dragon Ball, but it never quite 
executes on any of its pillars. 
— Kyle Hilliard 


6 | Orwell 


Platform PC Release October 27 Rating NR 


For the bold face it puts on it, Orwell is 
simply content to repeat what novels and 
films have more eloquently said about 
the terrifying intersection of our lives and 
technology. That's a shame, because 
games could tackle those heavy subjects in 
a thought-provoking manner. 

— Javy Gwaltney 


Visit gameinformer.com/mag for the full reviews 
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7-75 | Killing Floor 2 


Platform PS4, PC 
Release November 8 Rating M 
Zombie fans have a lot of 
options out there, but they 
shouldn't overlook Killing 
Floor 2. It's a fun way to 
spend a few evenings, or as 
a deeper alternative to Call 
of Duty's zombies mode. 
— Jeff Cork 


7.5 | Superhot VR 


Platform Oculus Rift Release December 5 Rating T 


Superhot VR is not the essential game that 
VR needs to sell skeptics. However, it’s 
definitely worth checking out for those who 
are buying the Touch controllers for their 
Rift anyway. I just wish the game didn't 
feel like it's just getting started by the time it 
finishes. — Javy Gwaltney 
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and create,what’s next in virtual reality: 
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uat.edu/VR 
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GAMES OF 2016S 


past year was arguably the best of the console gen- 
ion thus far. To see how things changed in 2015, here's 
2 statistical breakdown of our Top 50 list. The numbers 
. in parentheses represent the changes over last year. - 
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Shop online or find a location near you at thinkgeek.com/locations 
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